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Crews 2
Introduction
“She ignored most of the girls, met boys on their own level,” A. B. C. Whipple
wrote of a young Lowney Turner Handy in Life magazine, “and gave not a damn for the
talk it caused” (143). A rowdy Illinois housewife who was “frustrated with middle-class
life in small-town America,” Handy was the creator of America’s most unique and,
unfortunately, overlooked writing communities: the Handy Writers’ Colony (Hendrick et
al. 1). Lowney first realized her vocation as a writing instructor when she guided a young
veteran named James Jones through the writing of From Here to Eternity, one of the most
important novels to emerge from World War II. She would parlay her success with Jones
into a full-blown writers’ colony that instructed over a hundred students during its
existence. Handy defied the conventional life of a 1950s stay-at-home wife by
surrounding herself with troubled “tough guys” she intended to turn into best-selling
authors (Leonard). She could be charming, nurturing, and an advocate for those whom
society had discarded. Just as often, she was violent, tyrannical, and the cause of much
town gossip for her cavalier behavior. Handy harnessed her eccentricities, creating a
community she sincerely believed would inspire some of America’s finest literature.
None of her other students achieved Jones’s level of fame, but her colony is significant
amongst writing communities for the way it was tailored against the traditions of the day
in favor of her peculiar interests and grandiose sense of self.
Lowney and the Handy Writers’ Colony have been the topic of other profiles
before this thesis. However, the definitive texts on the colony emphasize James Jones as
the central figure of the story, being the most notable figure to emerge from the colony.
Thus, the histories of the Handy Writers’ Colony have largely been written from the
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perspective of Jones’s career. In spite of that, the aim of this project is to place Lowney,
not Jones, as the central figure of the colony. Jones had little influence on the colony’s
daily life and writing philosophy. On the contrary, Lowney was the central figure that
built the colony on the foundation of her singular personality. The term “personality” is
understood in this project as the convergence of experiences and beliefs to form a
person’s distinctive temperament. Lowney’s forceful personality stemmed from the
confluence of her childhood and family history, her disregard for convention, her interest
in troubled young people, and her desire for fame and notoriety. These can all be seen in
the life of the colony. Lowney did not shape her writing community according to the
traditions and pedagogies of the day. Instead, the colony came to reflect Lowney, and
men were taught to write based on these compounding features. Lowney’s unorthodox
personality has been addressed in previous texts about the colony, but the connections to
how Lowney’s personality drove the proceedings of the colony are not always explicitly
made. The lack of connections between Lowney’s personality and the life of the colony
has led to Lowney and the colony being undervalued and underappreciated.
Additionally, the key texts covering the Handy Writers’ Colony are over twenty
years old and are lacking the most recent sources concerning the colony. Since the
publication of the definitive texts on the colony—Hendrick et al.’s James Jones and the
Handy Writers’ Colony and Thomas J. Woods’s “Not Following in the Groove”—there
has been an emergence of new texts that give valuable insights to life at the Handy
Colony. Dawn Sinclair Shapiro directed a documentary entitled Inside the Handy
Writers’ Colony, which features new interviews with colonists, scholars, and members of
the Marshall community. Colonist John Bowers gave interviews with newspapers and
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literary magazines recently that shed light on his career, including his thoughts about his
time with Lowney. Steve Kash profiled colonist Kenny Snedeker for two articles in the
Tribune-Star of Terre Haute, Indiana. Also, Dan Reedy wrote about his childhood
encounters with colonists and the impressions that the colony made on the community of
Marshall, Illinois in the Marshall Advocate. These new sources highlight the way that
Lowney’s personality shaped the colony life.
Moving Lowney to the central position of the colony’s story also accentuates
Marshall, Illinois (where the colony was located) as an important influence on the colony.
A small town in Central Illinois, the community of Marshall has received little attention
as a character in the story of Lowney, Jones, and the colony. In previous texts, the town
of Marshall has only been used as a sort of foil where readers can see the oddity of life at
the colony by way of the seemingly straight-laced community in which the colony
resided. The colony’s peculiarities supposedly are heightened by its geographical
connection to a conservative, rural community. However, to view Marshall through this
lens exclusively is to miss how the cultural climate of Marshall assisted in the shaping of
the colony. Moreover, Lowney and Jones willingly choose to live their most productive
years in this rural setting, in spite of interest from other writing communities (another
underappreciated element in previous texts on the colony). Without an appreciation of the
cultural climate of Marshall, the true significance of Lowney and the Handy Writers’
Colony cannot be properly obtained.
In order to establish Lowney as the central figure of the colony, this thesis is
divided into four chapters. In chapter one, Lowney is revealed to be a rebel who rejects
the societal expectations placed upon her as a young woman in a small town and turns to
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unconventional sources for motivation. She enters an open, childless marriage that allows
her the freedom to help young people with their problems, a desire that would be most
fully realized in the creation of the colony. Finally, Lowney’s instructional and sexual
relationship with Jones demonstrates how Lowney was set on a course to start a writers’
colony for young, troubled men.
In chapter two, Lowney’s unique interests and early life experiences shape the
philosophy and daily life of the colony. Students at the colony not only are taught
techniques of novel writing, but they are also instructed by wisdom of eastern religions,
folklore, astrology, and a number of other influences. Lowney controls her colony by
isolating her students from any outside influences or relationships and keeping them on a
strict daily regimen of work in the morning and physical activity in the evening. She rules
the colony with a dictator’s passion and passes on a sense of belief in her writers like they
have never before experienced.
In chapter three, Marshall’s history of outlaws and storytellers sets a precedent for
Lowney and the colony. Its pastoral setting and convivial townspeople create an
atmosphere that inspired Lowney and Jones to remain at the colony when other
opportunities beckoned and write about rural Illinois. In turn, the community of Marshall
is entertained and scandalized by the colony.
Chapter four addresses the legacy of Lowney and the Handy Writers’ Colony.
Though the colony failed to produce another writer of Jones’s status, the Handy Colony
is valuable for its unconventionality and unique approach to writing instruction. To her
credit, Lowney’s eccentric community published over a dozen novels, gave residence to
Black writers during a time of intense racial conflict, and sought out men of need instead
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of men of means and privilege. Conversely, Lowney excluded women from the colony
and sometimes subjugated her students to the point of defeat, complicating her legacy.
Though her faith in what she had accomplished waned in her final years, she ultimately
built a writing community unlike any other. Lowney created the Handy Writers’ Colony
according to the features of her own idiosyncratic personality to make for a singular
moment in American literature.
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Chapter One: The Early Life of Lowney Handy

Spoon in the Dirt
Surrounded by ambling fields of Kentucky bluegrass, Lowney Turner was born in
1904 within the walls of White Hall, the mansion of abolitionist Cassius Clay. Lowney’s
father, Jim Turner, worked as the grounds manager of Clay’s mansion and even briefly
occupied the mansion after Clay’s death (a role that Lowney would similarly play at the
colony as she managed the day-to-day operations and cared for her students). It is
appropriate that Lowney was born in White Hall, for in many ways, Clay’s life would
foreshadow Lowney’s life. Clay had a propensity for individuality in a community that
failed to appreciate his deviation from the norm. Additionally, Clay seemed to enjoy
being a controversial figure in the community. For example, Clay had served as a
minister to Russia under Abraham Lincoln and engaged in a love affair with a ballerina
while living there. After his appointment, he returned to his White Hall mansion. Some
years later, Clay hosted a large gathering at White Hall that featured many notable figures
from Richmond, KY’s society. As the attendees danced and socialized in Clay’s mansion,
“a veiled woman” interrupted the festivities with an unexpected appearance at the front
door (Hendrick et al. 8). “General Clay,” the veiled woman said, “I have brought you
your son from Russia” (Hendrick et al. 8). The boy’s name was Leonide Petroff, whom
Clay would later adopt and rename “Launey” (Hendrick et al. 8). Lowney was born into
this tradition and used it to form her identity.
As groundskeeper of White Hall, Jim Turner built up a friendship with Clay,
which resulted in Clay encouraging Turner in his romantic pursuit of a woman of
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considerably higher social standing than himself—Fanny Carpenter. Jim and Fanny
would marry despite family opposition and soon were expecting a child. Fanny moved to
the White Hall grounds after their marriage and helped with the maintenance of White
Hall. While working in the formal rose garden behind the mansion, a pregnant Fanny
Turner uncovered a spoon buried in the dirt with an inscription that was “delicately
carved” inside the bowl, which read “Lowney” (Hendrick et al. 9). Being superstitious,
Fanny took spoon’s discovery and the inscription as a sign that this was to be her first
child’s name. It is unclear if Fanny misread “Launey” or adapted the name to better suit
her soon-to-be daughter. Either way, the connection to the scandal of White Hall seemed
to destine Lowney’s life to be like Clay’s—cavalier and entertaining.
From an early age, Lowney took to crafting her own mythology about what her
heritage meant to her and who she was meant to be. The origins of the Turner family in
Kentucky have a mythic, American quality, and Lowney used those origin stories to craft
her identity. Lowney claimed “her grandfather Turner had killed three men and that her
father’s youngest brother, Willie, one day argued with his wife over a dog, then killed her
and the dog, thus starting a mountain feud. Willie was himself killed in a churchyard
within a few weeks” (Hendrick et al. 6). There were stories of intense arguments, brawls,
and blood feuds that shaded the Turner clan with a particular singularity compared to
other families. Lowney’s admiration for her Kentucky roots meant that she came to
embody all these qualities. Lowney would grow to be as feisty as any Turner in Kentucky
while at the same time displaying characteristics of her father’s caretaker role in her later
life in Illinois. At the colony, she would oscillate between edifying her students and
cursing and howling at them. Furthermore, her mother encouraged this connection to her
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lineage. After the family left Kentucky, Lowney recalled that her “mother early
impressed on our minds that the most important thing of which we should be proud was
that we were Kentuckians. And how great was the sympathy I wasted on my less
fortunate schoolmates, for we were the only family in the village to be so richly favored”
(Handy qtd. in Wood 83-84). The stories of the Turner family and Cassius Clay’s exploits
mesmerized Lowney and imparted a critical lesson she would remember for the rest of
her life: do not shy away from conflict or hide your peculiarities, for these are what make
life special.
After the birth of Lowney, Jim Turner found work with a railroad company, and
the Turner family moved from the White Hall grounds to central Illinois, all the while
growing in number. Initially, the Turners were outsiders in the community, a feeling that
would come to plague Lowney for the rest of her life. However, with a personal charm
and charisma that Lowney would later also come to display, Jim Turner was elected
sheriff of Clark County, Illinois, and the family relocated to the county seat in Marshall.
While Jim served as sheriff, “Young Lowney became fascinated with the prisoners and
spent all her spare time helping care for the ‘good people gone wrong’ whom her father
kept in the house instead of the jail so they would not become ‘hardened criminals’”
(Whipple 143). During Jim’s appointment, the Turner family residence was next to the
county jail, meaning that the responsibility for feeding and providing for the prisoners fell
to the entire Turner family. Lowney became fascinated by these men, by “all the troubles
and intimate problems of ...[their] lives,” and developed “a distinct empathy for outcasts
and outsiders, and a particular insight into the heights and depths of human nature”
(Wood 84). She even went so far as to make “friends with her father’s prisoners”
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(Whipple 143). Lowney would never have children, but the experiences at the jail
demonstrated ways that she could care for men by taking care of their basic needs and
providing the compassion and understanding they were starved of, paving the way for her
work at the colony, Indeed, the Turner children’s involvement with the prisoners was
something unique to their family experience. Allowing his family to so freely associate
with the town criminals gave Lowney insights almost no one else in the community could
obtain, for most citizens had written these men off as wicked and immoral. Lowney had
heard the testimonies of what made men break bad, and she imagined what she could do
to help. In these men, Lowney saw potential.
As Lowney grew older, she began to marry her childhood stories of family
rebellion with her status as an outsider to create a unique persona. Lowney claimed to be
the only girl to play on the high school baseball team—“and a pitcher at that” (Whipple
143). Despite her claims, this does not actually appear to be the case, and she was likely
building up her renegade status. Handy’s “high school annual indicates [Lowney] was a
member of the girls basketball team. She did pitch on the baseball team of the country
school she attended before entering Marshall High School” (Hendrick et al. 13). Pitching
on the high school baseball team was a story born in truth but exaggerated for clout,
something Lowney would often do. When word got around that Lowney was thinking
about trying out for the high school debate team, one member said, “We don’t want that
country hick on our team” (Hendrick et al. 13). Undeterred, she joined the team, and they
won all their debates. Talking was always one of Lowney’s gifts. Preferring to be in
authority rather than subject to it, she must have tormented her instructors. Her senior
yearbook reads, “She wiggles in the assembly/And she drives the teachers wild”
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(Hendrick et al. 13). These glimpses into her teenage years give an insight into the
woman that Lowney was growing to be. She was unafraid of any challenges or any
person. She was growing into a woman who did not want to be handcuffed by her
community’s rules but felt an overwhelming urge to go where her desires led her.
Because she was led by intuition, it does not appear that she had any definite plans for her
years after high school. She did not go to college or receive any higher education. After
graduation, she would get married and find herself living in a level of society she quietly
disdained.

A Curious Marriage
Before Jim Turner was elected sheriff, the family had lived for a short stint on a
farm just outside of Marshall. Before the advent of the Internet and television, life in the
early twentieth-century countryside was a quiet, isolated existence nearly impossible to
imagine in the digital age. This life meant that any person making their way by the house
passed as entertainment, even the mail carrier. One summer, Lowney and the rest of the
Turner children received a boost of excitement when a young man named Harry Handy
became the substitute for their regular mail carrier. Handy was a University of Illinois
student and the son of a wealthy two-term state Representative from Marshall. The rumor
that had been traveling around town was that Harry was “fast” and “sowing a few wild
oats,” which naturally caught the attention of the rambunctious and lonely Lowney
(Hendrick et al. 13). Her mother had forbidden any of the children to be outside while
Handy delivered the mail. His growing reputation had made its way to the Turner house,
and Fanny Turner was determined to keep the enticing young college student at bay.
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Undeterred, Lowney would sneak out of the house and make her way to “the top of a
maple tree or go to the barn loft” to get a sight of Harry Handy (Hendrick et al. 13). Here
was a man driving around town in a sports car who was smart and sexually experienced.
She saw him, and she found him thrilling.
Lowney would eventually marry the man she watched from the maple tree. It is
possible Harry conceded to marrying Lowney out of guilt because Lowney had gotten
pregnant by him and had had the pregnancy terminated, a situation Lowney parlayed into
a proposal (Hendrick et al. 15). She later suggested as much to a colonist, and if the

story is true, it is remarkable not only that she chose to undergo an abortion at this
time but also that she spoke openly about her decision to do so.
The couple eventually relocated 30 miles south of Marshall in Robinson, Illinois,
where Harry worked as an executive for the Ohio Oil Refinery. In their new life together,
“The Handys, comfortable financially, occupied a respected place in Robinson society”
(Wood 84). From the perspective of a person who might not have known better, it might
have looked like Lowney was beginning to transition to a middle-class life. As Harry
worked for the refinery, “Lowney interested herself in bridge and sewing, cooked Harry’s
meals and got ready to raise a big family” (Whipple 143). The big family would never
come because Lowney had undergone a hysterectomy after Harry had infected her with
gonorrhea, resulting from Harry’s affairs during the early years of their marriage.
Lowney’s feelings about her hysterectomy are not known. It is not clear if she mourned
the opportunity to fill her house with children, if she had a greater desire for her freedom,
or if both were true. Whatever her feelings, it is clear that Lowney valued the role of the
mother figure. Lowney and Harry’s sexual relationship was over after the hysterectomy,
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though they continued to have a productive marriage. An understanding had passed
between them where Harry “continued to find female companionship away from home”
and “Lowney hinted…that she had had a few minor affairs” (Hendrick et al. 16). Lowney
would later tell James Jones the story of her hysterectomy, and the story would make its
way into From Here to Eternity under the guise of the marriage of Captain Holmes and
his wife Karen. (This was not the only time Lowney was inspiration for Jones’s writing.
He would place Prewitt’s home in Eternity in Kentucky, after being regaled with the
Turners’ stories, and created characters based on the Handys in his novel Go to the
Widow-maker.)
Lowney’s decision to undergo a hysterectomy and forgo children of her own
created an opportunity to care for the down-and-out in the Robinson community,
mirroring how her family had cared for the down-and-out in Marshall. Though she took
up bridge and sewing like the other stay-at-home wives in Robinson, the society life gave
Lowney the feeling that she “was about to die yawning” (Handy qtd. in Whipple 143).
Seeking out troubled people who needed help reinvigorated Lowney:
Soon she was visiting and occasionally giving some small financial help to the
town’s juvenile delinquents, the alcoholics, the unmarried mothers. It caused quite
a stir in Robinson’s social circle, and some of the nice people who had once
nodded to Mrs. Handy on the street now cut her dead. (Whipple 143)
Forever meant to be an outsider, Lowney simply could not put up with the bores of polite
society. She was the ancestor of bloody Kentucky feuds. She dined with and befriended
convicts. She valued the aristocratic life that Harry’s job was able to acquire, but it did
not give her life meaning; so she took her time and money and gave it to the people
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around her who needed it the most. She wanted to help people in Robinson, but she
needed to do it in her own way.
One way that she could help, she thought, was to introduce young people to great
books. Literature could be considered subversive in communities like Robinson and
Marshall. Rural towns are usually thought of as having “little cultural or intellectual life”
(Hendrick et al. 17). While there is some merit to this comment, it ultimately falls short
of providing an authentic account of these communities. From one perspective, small
towns (then or now) are not considered to have an active literary community that
discusses intelligent topics or keeps up on the latest artistic trends. Be that as it may,
Lowney herself was a product of these Central Illinois rural communities and had come
across great works of literature without any help from higher education institutions. Once
she had encountered these books, she believed others would share her joy and enthusiasm
for great books. When young people in the Robinson community were struggling or in
trouble, Lowney used literature as an outlet. While staying at home, “she began buying
and reading large numbers of books” and “discussed these books with the students and
loaned them her books” (Hendrick et al. 17). Literature became a haven to muse on the
subjects that did not come up in polite society. Lowney saw literature as the only way to
consider what truly matters in life. She was making a way to escape the trappings of
formal society in Robinson, and she was ready to bring any young, troubled person with
her.
Not only did Lowney enjoy discussing great books, but she also believed she
could write a best-selling novel. She did not necessarily want to be a commercial success,
but she did see sales as one sign of a serious writer. Her thought was that audiences
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worldwide would eventually encounter the works of great writers. If the cream rose to the
top, then Lowney wanted to write a book that would be widely read. She did not see
positive critical reception as a sign of success, as she never valued any academic or
critical perspective on literature. Instead, Lowney sought to write books that many people
all over the country would buy and love. She began her work as a writer by enrolling in a
correspondence course and submitting a story. The story was “poorly written” but
addressed Lowney’s Native American heritage through her mother’s ancestors (Hendrick
et al. 17). In her story, she, somewhat stereotypically, contemplates how her Native
American history should influence her contemporary life. She writes, “I must be stoic and
brave, loyal or revengeful or friend or foe” (Handy qtd. in Hendrick et al. 17). Her
appeals to her Native American ancestry were another attempt to distinguish herself as
someone special compared to the people around her. While the other wives she knew
with husbands at the refinery were living a bland, thoroughly American life, Lowney held
to this image of being-part Cherokee because she felt like it gave her a sense of wildness
and a connection to nature. It was through writing that Lowney was able to impart her
own story, her own individuality.
Lowney had distinguished herself in practice. She also began to distinguish
herself by thought as well, taking up an interest in theosophy, which is essentially a
melding of occult beliefs and Eastern religions to find a spiritual connection to God.
There are connections between theosophy and early feminist movements, but it is
doubtful that Lowney valued these connections herself. (She was not one to subscribe to
movements, and—as will be discussed later—she was not much of an advocate for
women’s liberation.) Lowney “read, admired, and annotated” books by Madame
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Blavatsky (the figurehead of theosophy) and Annie Besant, as well as works that
discussed the practices of the occult (Hendrick et al. 17). Her mother, Fanny Turner,
attended the Baptist church in Marshall and attempted to raise all her children with
Christian faith. However, Lowney eluded any sort of dogmatic constraints of her Baptist
upbringing and drew inspiration from all religious practices. Always the provocateur, she
once received a preacher at the Turner house by shouting out the front door, “Come in if
your nose is clean” (Hendrick et al. 17). Reverence was low and inspiration wide for
Lowney. Ahead of her time, Lowney also practiced yoga to keep her body healthy and
emotions in balance.
Though her mother could not pass on her Baptist faith to her daughter, Fanny
Turner did inspire Lowney to disregard established, doctor-prescribed medicine in favor
of the alternative antidotes of folk and herbal healing. Lowney fasted, because she felt it
kept her mind unencumbered, and relied on enemas to flush her system clean (a great
irony is that her nephew is now a leading family practitioner in Marshall). Lowney’s
sister-in-law Margaret Turner remembered, “She had all sorts of ideas about health and
diet. She liked to make use of everything if it was edible” (Lennon 210). Theosophy and
a penchant for folk remedies may seem like trivial details concerning a person’s life. Still,
they had a tremendous influence on the proceedings of Lowney’s colony and how she
approached her challenges and troubles. As the colony came to be, Lowney took these
ideas and wondered how they could help a person become a capable writer. When men
first came to the colony to study, she refused to allow her students to eat in the morning
before they wrote and demanded that they regularly undergo a regimen of enemas to stay
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healthy. She loved anything unorthodox, and she ensured that anyone at the colony would
come under the same influences.
Until 1945, Lowney would toe the line between a bland a middle-class lifestyle,
filled with country club suppers and afternoons spent playing bridge with other
executives’ wives, and the raised eyebrows she received from aiding the social outcasts.
She would toe this line until a young soldier named James Jones, AWOL from an army
hospital in Memphis, drunkenly declared to a public audience at his birthday party that he
planned to write a book to expose Robinson’s “conniving souls and sneaky love affairs”
(Hendrick et al. 28). The young soldier’s declaration would forever set both his and
Lowney’s life on a pursuit to accomplish something great and wholly original.

Sergeant, Mother, Editor, Lover
Every biography of the Handy Writers’ Colony has primarily occurred because of
its association with James Jones. As Lowney realized she would never become a
bestselling author, she transitioned to becoming a writing teacher, resulting in her work
with Jones. Jones rocketed into celebrity and respectability with his first novel and
remained there until death. In large part, it is because of Jones’s prominence that the
colony is remembered at all. Thus, the colony has come to be predominantly associated
with Jones’s career. Even in an attempt to reposition Lowney Turner Handy in the
colony’s central role, it is necessary to make a brief account of Jones’s life and how he
came to be associated with Lowney.
James Ramon Jones was born in Robinson, Illinois on November 6, 1921.
Robinson, like Lowney’s childhood home of Marshall, sits near the Indiana border, a few
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miles west of the Wabash River. In addition to being an agricultural town, Robinson was
also rich with oil. Because of their discovery of oil, Jones’s family had accumulated a
good deal of wealth, on top of his grandfather’s already prestigious work as a lawyer.
Jim’s older brother Jeffrey attended college at Northwestern University, but by the time
Jim came of age, the family money had disappeared in the stock market crash of 1929.
With little other direction, Jones joined the peacetime army and left for the Scholfield
barracks in Hawaii. There, Jim experienced the Pearl Harbor attacks on December 7,
1941, which would later play a climatic role in his novel From Here to Eternity.
Following the devastating attacks in Hawaii, the turn of the year would bring more bad
news. His younger sister Mary Ann had found their father slumped back in the dentist
chair of the family practice from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. The loss was particularly
painful for Jones because he had lost his mother the year before, though Jones had carried
hard feelings for his mother.
At the end of 1942, Jones and his company fought in Guadalcanal. There, a
Japanese soldier attacked Jones while Jones was vulnerable, defecating in the forest.
Jones killed his attacker in a hand-to-hand melee. Seemingly, a switch flipped, and the
psychologically damaged soldier decided would never fight again. Nursing an ankle
injury, he returned stateside. Jones would go AWOL from army hospitals three times
before receiving his official discharge (with Lowney’s help) in July 1944. His first
absence resulted in the scene when Jones pronounced his intentions to write his book that
would shame Robinson’s hypocrites that had made him feel like a reject. His inebriated
declaration was an embarrassment to his family, particularly his Uncle, who continued
carrying the aristocratic air Jim’s grandfather had cultivated in Robinson. Jim’s perpetual
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drunkenness and the ensuing series of humiliations forced his aunt to introduce him to
Lowney Handy, believing she could help Jim. Jones’s aunt knew of Lowney’s reputation
for helping people through tough times and realized that Jim “was just the kind of ‘hard
case’ that Lowney was accustomed to helping” (Wood and Keating xiii). Lowney looked
at the young private and conceded, “The poor guy. The poor lost guy” (Whipple 147).
The connection between Jones and Lowney was immediate and intense. In the
official account of their first meeting, Lowney recalled:
Jones swaggered; he wore dark glasses; he even asked me to read his poetry
aloud. He had obviously come over for a free drink. Then he saw my books…. He
went from shelf to shelf. Then he picked out a couple and sat down on the floor
with them, and I might as well have been in the next country. I just stood there
and looked at him. The chip on the shoulder was gone. (Whipple 144)
This narrative presented an image of a soldier who needed literature to straighten out his
life and Lowney as the only person who was capable, or willing, to help him. The actual
story of their first meeting contained more than could be included in magazines at that
time. After their introduction, Jim “wrote in his notebook that he had spent the day in bed
with Lowney” (Hendrick et al. 30-31). They were bonded by books, but they also found
solace in each other for feeling like outcasts. Their pariah designations made them want
to write stories of their lives to show how their pretentious and insincere surroundings
were the actual source of embarrassment.
Just as Jones wanted to expose Robinson’s conniving souls, Jones’s friend Tinks
Howe recalled, “Lowney wanted to write herself. She had a book that she wrote on for
years— From Riches to Bitches, which was about the social circle in Robinson, Illinois”
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(Lennon 208-209). After meeting Jones, Lowney slowly pivoted from writing her novel
to putting all her effort and energy into helping this young, listless veteran get behind the
typewriter. From the outset, Lowney “was already absolutely confident of his potential as
a writer” (Wood 85).
The first step in helping Jones was getting him released from his duties in the
army. He had more than adequately put in his shift for the war effort by serving through
Pearl Harbor and Guadalcanal. Now, Lowney argued to his officers that he should be
aiding his country by putting all his effort into writing. Lowney wrote to Jones’s officers,
“How can you or I say that the war today, or the things that Jones may write tomorrow
are the greater in importance. Only a hundred years and the voice of many can answer
that” (Handy qtd. in Wood 85). Jones received an honorable discharge. As Lowney
worked with Jones, it became apparent to her that he was not only talented, but he was
producing better writing with raw talent than she had during her years of trying to
become a writer. With that knowledge, Lowney “burned the book she had been working
on…. She decided she couldn't write. That was her way of giving it up. That's when she
decided that she would help other people write since she couldn't herself” (Lennon 209210). Lowney’s dreams were no longer to be a great writer. She now saw herself as being
a great writing teacher.
Within months of their introduction, Jim moved into the Handy household. Jones
had long harbored a hatred for his mother that resulted in the glaring lack of a maternal
figure, even before his mother had passed away. Jones said, “She was a pig, a real terrible
person, self-centered. All the worst things of American women she had” (“The Private
World of James Jones”). Jones’s mother had become a devout follower of Christian
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Science, grown increasingly unhealthy because of her conviction that prayer would heal
all illnesses, and withdrawn further and further within herself when Jones’s family had
lost their fortune. Therefore, Jones grew up with a mother who did not pay much
attention to her youngest two children and did not even want to mother them (Jim and
Mary Ann were born considerably later than their older Jeff). Lowney was more than
glad to fill the role of mother.
Alongside being a mother figure, Lowney played the dual role of drill sergeant
that Jones had grown accustomed to in the army. One of Lowney’s exceptional abilities
was to sense what her students needed. In those critical years for Jones, Lowney was able
to shift between the roles of mother, sergeant, mother, editor, and lover, depending on
what Jones’s needs were at the moment. Lowney had first developed this ability while
befriending prisoners at the Clark County jailhouse then honed her abilities as she cared
for Robinson’s outcasts. With Jones, Lowney’s aptitude for discerning his needs and
setting him on track was the wick to light Jones’s fire. Helen Howe described the way
that Lowney threw herself to the needs of her young writer:
She did his laundry and cooked him meals and gave him money in order that he
could survive and that he could do what she felt he could do. I am certain that she
satisfied his sexual needs as well simply because that was the relationship that
came across. Jim was not the type of man that most women would like. Jim was
tremendously chauvinistic although at that time I don't think anyone called him
that. He looked upon a woman as someone who would satisfy a need…. She
satisfied any need that he might have at any given time. (Lennon 210)
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Jones was in particular need of Lowney the Drill Sergeant. She began to re-instill a sense
of discipline in Jones that he had obtained during his service but lost while recuperating
in numerous hospitals. Tinks Howe said, “She was a hard task master. She'd get on his
case. Get him up at four o'clock in the morning. He didn't get anything to eat until he'd
written three hours” (Lennon 211). She got him to the typewriter and did whatever she
could to get him to stay there. Lowney provided Jim with the services she would
eventually give to all her writers: “She listened to them, loaned them books to read, made
them know she cared about them, and made them feel that, through her, they could
become famous writers” (Hendrick et al. 49). Lowney had set her mind on Jones, and she
fully believed that he was becoming a great writer. Louise Lewis, a writer for a
newspaper in Robinson, observed, “I think she saw something in Jim that she could
make. She was noted for being a hard-working, unconventional person…. She didn't
seem to care what anybody thought of her” (Lennon 209). Fortunately enough for Jones,
who was in desperate need of her support, Lowney set aside bridge club and her personal
ambitions and fixated on making Jones a writer.
Lowney also believed that no one else who could help Jones like she could,
though it appears she did not feel this way at first. Lowney thought it might be of some
help for Jones to take formal creative writing classes at NYU. For Lowney, this was an
odd decision, given that she later refused any competing writing instruction besides her
own and put on an air of unwavering confidence in her own ability to teach writing. In
her later years, she would prove to be a capable editor and instructor. Lowney must have
felt her limits in her budding relationship with Jones and, in response, sent Jones to New
York. His brief time in writing classes did not impart any discernable lessons in writing.
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In spite of this, living in New York did allow Jones to brazenly approach the famed
Maxwell Perkins, editor of Hemingway and Fitzgerald. Jones was able to meet with
Perkins to discuss his manuscript, entitled They Shall Inherit the Laughter. Perkins was
dismissive of the manuscript but was intrigued by Jones’s prose. Instead of publishing
Laughter, Perkins suggested a new novel based on Jones’s experience in the peacetime
army. Charles Scribner’s Sons bought the new novel’s right, and Jones returned to
Illinois to get to work. As Jones began work on his new manuscript, Lowney Handy
would dream that “she could begin and implement…an audacious plan” to teach young
men to write famous novels (Hendrick et al. 64). Lowney decided to expand her influence
beyond Jones solely by taking Don Sackrider and Willard Lindsay, also of Robinson, into
her home. All three men meet under the Handy’s roof to talk with Lowney about writing
and hear her advice on what they had written so far. The expansion in number combined
with the constant skepticism from the townspeople of Robinson caused Lowney to
consider an alternative plan to the literary salon she was conducting in her home.
Lowney’s mind veered back north to Marshall. In a cow pasture behind Harry’s mother’s
house, she imagined working with students who lived together and spent their days
practicing how to write, unbothered by public approval. Once again, Lowney was
orienting her life around a pattern of her own making. She would not have to answer to
the expectations of others. Lowney had always believed she was someone special,
someone set apart. With Jones writing a novel that would be published by Scribner’s and
the possibility of opening her writing school, Lowney realized she was coming
tantalizingly close to creating something special.

Crews 24
Chapter Two: The Handy Writers’ Colony

The Creation of the Colony
1949 was the year that Lowney put into action the beginnings of her writing
school. The few numbers of students under Lowney’s tutelage lived in tents full time,
while Jones lived out of a trailer purchased for him by Harry and Lowney. For a time,
Lowney commuted from her home in Robinson to Marshall. Living out of tents was an
unsustainable plan for a full-time colony, though, and the pasture needed transforming
into a campus of sorts. Electricity and plumbing were run to the pasture to make habitable
quarters for the colony residents. Because there was so much construction to be done,
Lowney’s few students performed maintenance jobs and other chores on the grounds
after a morning of writing. In addition to work, Lowney would have afternoon
conferences with her students about their writing (Wood and Keating xiv). Harry would
also occasionally send men from the refinery down to Marshall to perform work for
Lowney. Despite their lack of physical intimacy, Harry and Lowney were very much a
team, and Harry went well out of his way to aid Lowney in building the colony. The
whole idea must have initially seemed like a lark. It would seem that way to anyone else.
Even though Jones was able to sell his book to Scribner’s, starting a writing school and
pouring thousands of dollars into its construction must have been an exacting task for
Harry. Nevertheless, he obliged Lowney. He supported her every whim and desire. And
Harry was often a refreshing, jovial presence to the students, compared to Lowney the
Headmaster. He paraded around the colony grounds shirtless and in swim trunks as if he
was just one of the boys. Anything Lowney asked of him, he would do. By September of
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1949, Lowney wrote, “Harry has just moved one cabin up at Marshall—that is the
beginning of the colony” (Wood and Keating xiv).
As the construction of colony buildings was underway, Jones finished From Here
to Eternity and spent the summer of 1950 editing his novel, “while four other resident
writers stayed in tents, taught by Lowney, who still commuted from Robinson” (Wood
and Keating xiv). Eventually, a cabin for Lowney was moved onto the colony grounds so
she could live with her students. The sort of discipline Lowney demanded of her writers
required her to keep a constant watch over them. Commenting on the state of Jones’s life
before he came into contact with Lowney, the author Irwin Shaw said, “My feeling is
that, in those days before the war, when a young man joined the army voluntarily it was
because he was at the end of his tether as far as the rest of the American civilization was
concerned” (Lennon 208). This description could extend beyond Jones to many men that
came to the colony looking to become writers. So many of them were at the end of their
tether, worn out and tossed aside by American civilization. Lowney was comfortable
dealing with a company of rowdy men and felt like they needed her full attention to
straighten out. Lowney was more than willing to leave her large house in Robinson to
rough it with the boys in the pasture.
Even though the colony was slowly beginning to look less like a cow pasture, the
buildings were humble looking, and the number of students was still rather small. All of
that would change with the publication of Jones’s novel. From Here To Eternity was
finally released in February 1951 after five years of work. The book was an instant
success, receiving exceedingly positive reviews and sales numbers, and “there was
tremendous media attention focused on the writer who had come out of nowhere”
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(Hendrick et al. 72). In the New York Times Book Review, David Dempsey called Jones a
major American novelist and “an original and utterly honest talent” (Hendrick et al. 72).
The novel would win the National Book Award in 1952 (a category that included J.D.
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye) and was quickly adapted into an Academy Awardwinning (eight to be exact) film, starring Montgomery Clift and Frank Sinatra. A few
months after Eternity was published, Life magazine ran an article entitled “James Jones
and His Angel” by A. B. C. Whipple, which attempted to answer how this writer had
exploded onto the scene out of nowhere. Whipple’s article covered the working
relationship between Jim Jones and Lowney Handy and described the writers’ colony
where Lowney worked with other men, who were sure to become as successful as Jones.
The article put Lowney’s picture and images of the colony in millions of American
homes, and Lowney began to receive letters numbering in the hundreds asking for advice
on manuscripts or permission to join the colony. Almost overnight, the colony had been
validated as a legitimate school for writers rather than a harebrained passion project, as it
was in the eyes of Marshall and Robinson community members.
With a sudden influx of money from Eternity and increasing interest in people
wanting to come to Marshall, the colony could now achieve Lowney’s full vision. Gone
were the days of tents and campers. Instead, “Jones donated much of his earnings to the
colony…. Jones’s donations also helped to pay maintenance and support of the colony
and the students” (Wood and Keating xv). Describing the colony grounds, Lowney’s
sister-in-law Belva Turner observed:
The Colony started with just one little group of buildings. First they put the
ramada up, I think, a kitchen and dining room combined with a big sort of a tent
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top to it, canvas top. They'd roll the sides up in summer and let them down in the
wintertime. They had big tables in there. The boys weren't allowed in there until
noon. They had to stay in their own little pockets where they worked. Little
houses. A little bed, a desk, and book racks along one wall. And that was all there
was in it and one chair. (Lennon 214)
Though the colony had a newfound source of wealth through Jones’s novel, the
conditions of the colony grounds continued to be monastic. The cabins “were small
rooms approximately six by ten feet at the most. Each one had a bed and a table. This is
where the would-be writers, the people who had joined the Colony, stayed, lived, slept,
and did their work” (Lennon 215). The reason for the simplicity was to focus on work.
There should be nothing that encouraged complacency in the cabins, only writing.
Once their work for the day was done, students could step out of their cabins to a
summer camp atmosphere, where colonists played and laughed and spent part of their
afternoons in recreation. Lowney and Harry donated the money to put in a large pool and
an in-ground trampoline (Wood and Keating xvii). Jones also donated money for another
trailer to house the increasing number of colonists, some athletic equipment for
recreation, and a shuffleboard machine (Wood and Keating xvii). The cow pasture in
Marshall was now not only a writing community but was becoming an alternative
society. Here, American outcasts could come to the Handy Colony and learn from
Lowney how to be thoroughly transformed into an artist.
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The Students
With the publicity earned from Jones’s success and a fully outfitted school, eager
wannabe writers descended on the colony and took to their small cabins to become a
well-known author like Jones. Lowney most certainly used Jones’s success as a
marketing tool for the colony. Jones was the shining student, and Lowney was more than
glad to direct any doubters in her ability to Jones’s mounting list of accomplishments.
Colonist John Bowers says, “The myth—encouraged by A. B. C. Whipple’s piece on the
colony in Life which was instrumental in luring me there—was that somehow Lowney
had made this ordinary man a writer, took him, polished him, and turned him out an
earth-shattering novelist” (x). Jones was all the proof Lowney needed that she was a
successful writing teacher. Bowers did not quite feel the same way, ultimately
concluding, “The article was far from an accurate account” (Alger). The Life magazine
article brought a deluge of applicants. However, mere interest in writing was not enough
to earn acceptance. Prospective students were initially required to do “at least six months
of correspondence work with [Lowney] which consist[ed] of a lot of reading, some
copying, some writing of their own” (Wood and Keating xv). Lowney wanted to know
how serious these young men were about giving up everything to become writers. She
wanted to ensure that they were willing to follow her every instruction before they even
stepped foot on the colony grounds.
Many students dreamed of coming to the colony in Marshall to work with a
genuine writer and celebrity like Jones. Many students dreamed of becoming celebrities
themselves. Though Jones’s reputation has waned, Norman Mailer recalls, “Jim was
really the most notable figure in American letters in the early 50s after From Here to
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Eternity came out” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Coming to the colony meant that
students would be working alongside the most talked-about writer in the country. They
dreamed about what this might mean for their future. Maybe they would become friends
with Jones. Maybe he would read their work and nod his head in approval. Maybe they
too would get to socialize with Hollywood actors and New York writers.
James Jones the Celebrity was not the personality that dominated the colony once
they arrived, however. Bowers said, “if you came to the colony in awe of Jones, in short
order Lowney took over and Jones became, as I’ve said, more one of us and less a
godhead” (x). Students at the colony were quick to find that Lowney “blots out the
landscape around” them with her enormous presence and personality, creating the feeling
for many colonists that she was “unlike anyone else I’ve ever met” (Bowers ix). At the
colony, it was not Jones who dominated the thoughts of the colonists; it was Lowney.
Bowers remembers, “She had an outwardly sunny disposition (on first meeting). Her
white-toothed smile, her large moist eyes, her wild breathy tumble of words, could stop
you dead in your tracks. You were bowled over by her enthusiasm and sheer animal
energy” (ix). Conversely, Lowney could be as dark as she was sunny. Colonist Kenny
Snedeker remembered, “I was scared of Lowney. I really was. She could be very
compassionate, sweet loving, and then the other side, if you triggered it, she could curse
you out. Don’t cross Lowney. Just do what she says, and you’ll be okay. She ran the
place like a first sergeant” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Lowney oscillated
between extremes with untamed fervor. If students stayed in her good graces (not always
entirely sure of how to do that), she overwhelmed them with encouragement to boost
their morale. Then there were times, without warning, where a student would send her
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into a blind rage. “Once you stayed around her for [a while],” Bowers said, “you saw the
other side. Beneath the glow was a much darker persona. She seethed with hurt and anger
and deep dissatisfaction” (ix). Lowney’s anger and dissatisfaction were built up from
years of rejection, from disappointment at her own failures as a writer, and from the
perception that she did not have anyone who supported her like she felt she supported her
boys. Being a wholly singular figure earns a person freedom to embrace their own
individuality away from other people’s constraining expectations, but it also is a
thoroughly lonely existence. The students who came to the colony received a front-row
seat to Lowney’s fluctuations between love and hurt.
Many of Lowney’s eccentricities as a person probably came from the fact that she
never received schooling beyond high school and was more-or-less self-educated when it
came to philosophy and literary ideas. Like Lowney, many of the students at the colony
also lacked any advanced education. Their lack of education made room for Lowney to
share her own patchwork belief system with her students. (Harry was college educated,
but the Handy’s arrangement of mutual independence meant that Harry tended not to
challenge Lowney’s homespun wisdom or influence the philosophy of the colony.)
Instead of having a mentor or a college professor tell her what books to read or what to
study, Lowney “found answers to her troubles from eclectic sources—from Far Eastern
religious tracts…the Bible, old wives tales, folk art, family lore, and God knows what
else. She churned up her sources and came out with her own peculiar philosophy about
life and art” (Bowers ix). These eclectic beliefs found their way into the operations of the
colony. Bowers says, “The seductiveness of being taught by a self-educated leader is that
all problems are dealt with in a new way” (ix). The students came to the colony to
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become writers but soon found themselves receiving an education on any number of
topics that interested Lowney—theosophy, astrology, world religions, or folk wisdom.
The generosity and unwavering belief she extended to any number of influences
was also extended to her writers. Any student who was deemed serious enough to come
study at the colony earned Lowney’s full support. Her belief in her ability to give anyone
the tools they needed to express themselves through writing occasionally blinded her to a
person’s artistic limits. Colonist David Ray, probably mocking Lowney, wrote, “Her
dream is simply this: that everyone should be a writer. She has even tried to turn her 80year-old mother-in-law into a literary Grandma Moses. She believes there is a book in
everyone; the trick is to find it and write it” (Ray 19). Even though Ray wrote those
words to deride Lowney, they also are the truth. She did believe everyone had a book in
them, and she did believe she had the tricks to get it out of them. Jones also displayed full
confidence in her abilities, saying, “Lowney can take any knucklehead and make a writer
out of him” (Ray 19). Her love for her writers did not mean, though, that she coddled
them. Instead, “Lowney is as tough on all the boys. She is perfectly honest with them,
and makes no attempt to hide the fact that while they are in the Group she is a mother to
them and an extremely possessive one at that” (Whipple 154). Norman Mailer said, “Like
all legends, Handy's toughness was vastly exaggerated. She was terribly opinionated and,
like all people from the Midwest, very proud of certain things, but a little uneasy about
literary matters” (Lennon 217).
The fact that her uneasiness with literary matters made an impression on Mailer, a
seasoned writer with experience working within the literary establishment, is revealing.
From one perspective, it shows that Lowney’s outward display of complete self-
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assuredness probably took her farther than her actual abilities would have otherwise
allowed. Because she had built herself up to such mythic heights in her writers’ eyes, she
gave off the appearance of literary knowledge. As life sometimes reveals, appearances
can be more important than reality. From another perspective, it shows her limits as a
writing teacher and editor. Lowney was never able to produce any completed text. Thus,
she could only offer her thoughts as a reader (though she did not frame her suggestions
this way). To her students, who had no other experience or knowledge otherwise,
Lowney was the ultimate authority on the craft of writing, and they received a boost by
her sincere belief in their potential.
Once students settled into life at the colony, the world beyond the colony grounds
faded away. There was no existence besides the colony for students because Lowney
demanded total control of students’ lives. Lowney looked for students who were serious
about writing to break ties with home, friends, and personal freedom. There would be no
half-hearted students at the colony. Because of the demand for total control, Lowney
vetted potential students for a willingness to turn their lives over to her. Before their
acceptance, students would sit down to a “personal interview with Lowney, which
sometimes included Jones, as well” (Wood and Keating xv). Jones would write about
these interviews, “In a general way, an applicant is selected or turned down because of
whether Mrs[.] Handy thinks he will make a good writer or not” (Wood and Keating xvi).
Lowney was looking for one quality alone: thorough dedication to the artist’s life.
Lowney said of her students, “All I demand is that they are willing to give up all of their
time to writing and to follow the course of study which I have laid out” (Handy qtd. in
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Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). She became everything to these men, demanded
everything from them, and eventually:
[The] writers’ colony took charge of one’s life totally; it in no way at all
resembled Macdowell, Yaddo, or the Iowa Workshop. Come to the Handy Colony
and Lowney told you how to get your hair cut, what to eat and drink, how to
consider your parents (particularly your mother), how to treat your body, and who
to vote for—everything” (Bowers ix).
At the colony, there would only be students who were ready to cast off everything that
society told them they should be in order to become something more wholly original and
useful to the world. She wrote, “[they] must have left the social-mores, the environmental
and endoctrinated [sic] PAST—the old ideas and the old mass thinking far behind”
(Wood and Keating xvi). They conformed to her demands down to the smallest details.
Bowers remembered, “She also frowned on facial hair, with the exception of Jones’
military mustache” (Stelzer). Many of the men at the colony were prepared to give up
their desires and freedoms to Lowney’s instruction because so many had already
experienced the same sort of total devotion from their time in the army. Snedeker said,
“She ran it like any Army base. You knew what the limits were. She could be very sweet
or she could curse you out like a sailor, if you crossed her, but it was a pleasant place. I
never had any problems, whatsoever” (Stelzer). With total control, Lowney oriented the
colony’s daily life in a way that didn’t resemble any artists’ colony before hers or any
since.
The young writers who came to the colony expected the same reputation and
success that Jones had earned. If they were able to write an authentic and honest story,
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that story was sure to become as big of a success at Jones’s Eternity. Don Sackrider said,
“There was so much happening at that time with Jim finally publishing and then money
coming in—new Buick convertible for Lowney and new Chrysler convertible for Jim.
And all of us who were still the students thought, ‘Well, we’ll have that too’” (Inside the
Handy Writers’ Colony). Each writer who set foot on the colony fully believed they could
become as famous and successful as Jones. Lowney believed it too. Norman Mailer said,
“She just thought that a new literary phenomenon was coming out of the Midwest. She
was going to lead it. It was going to be incredible. It was going to improve American
literature” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). In spite of her desire to be the head of
some great literary movement, the colony did not exactly accomplish this end. No student
apart from Jones was gifting convertibles and flushed with money after their stay.
Instead, most applicants came to the colony and worked tirelessly to produce anything of
quality. Some succeeded, and Lowney’s direction was vital to their growth. For John
Bowers, “[Lowney and the Colony] changed my life just as much as falling in love. I was
never the same again” (Alger).

The Daily Life
Days at the colony began at 5:30 a.m. with instant coffee and toast in the ramada.
Students sat in silence at picnic tables as the cool morning breeze made its way through
the open-air dining hall. Then students would return to the barracks for five hours of
typing. The strict regimen Lowney had given Jones years earlier to get him in the
discipline of writing was now being applied to the whole of the colony. One student
remembered, “You arose at five o'clock. You got out and ran, did some physical
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exercises, deep breathing—deep breathing from the diaphragm…. Then you went in and
sat at a typewriter, and you took a novel already published by a known author and you
copied it, page after page” (Lennon 215). Every writer followed this routine each day,
and there was no deviation.
When the colonists concluded their morning writing, they assembled for a lunch
of casserole, cottage cheese, and hot Jell-O, rarely anything else. They never discussed
their work with each other as it was forbidden. Lowney didn’t allow for her students to
talk, believing that “too many writers talk themselves right out of writing their books….
They don’t do it here” (Whipple 152). After a morning of hard work at the typewriter, the
afternoons were spent in recreation or performing chores around the colony, believing
that utilizing the body was as important as utilizing the intellect. In the evening, a supper
of soup and sandwiches was served at 5:30 p.m., and students were sent to bed at 8:00.
Marshall served as a tranquil, lovely setting for these young writers. The writers
were greeted by a verdant panorama out their front doors every morning, and the glow of
lightning bugs in the evening reminded them of nature’s wonder. Placing the colony in
Illinois did have its limits. Because of the bleak Illinois winters, the colony only operated
from “frost to frost” (Wood 90). In response to the changing seasons, “Lowney took her
best students (usually those closest to finishing their books) with her to a winter site in
Florida, Arizona, or California” (Wood and Keating xvi). Some students were assigned to
remain in Marshall during the winter months and look after Harry’s mother Loudell
Handy. Come spring, all her students would return to her roost, and the writing would
begin again. To sum up Lowney’s colony in a sentence, “The routine at the Colony was
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early to bed and early to rise, nose in the typewriter all day, no distractions” (Lennon
216).
Once at the typewriter, Lowney felt there was no better way to learn writing than
copying the works of great writers word-for-word. Lowney wrote, in her signature allcaps declaration, “THE WHOLE KEY TO SUCCESS IN THIS WRITING SYSTEM is
ever the copying. Everything in life we do is copying—from the mannerisms we pick up
to the way we learn to drive a car—eat our food—anything” (Wood and Keating xv).
Writers at the colony would spend weeks retyping the novels of Hemingway, Wolfe,
Faulkner, Chesterton, Fitzgerald, Dos Passos and any other writer that Lowney admired.
Revealingly, her list did not include any women authors, an insight into her competitive
relationship with other women who could be seen as an influence. The students would
copy before coming to the colony, and they would continue to copy for the opening
months of their stay. The novels that the students were required to copy were selected
according to Lowney’s perceptions of each student’s shortcomings as a writer. Colonist
Edwin Daly remembered, “She said, ‘Well, who have I had you copying lately?’ And I
might say Wolfe. And she would say, ‘Oh, I thought so. You just go on and on and on in
your own writing. Ok, start typing Hemingway for a while’” (Inside the Handy Writers’
Colony). Lowney believed copying would allow her students to unconsciously pick up on
“essential points of structure, dialogue, and style” (Wood and Keating xv). Lowney’s
lack of knowledge when it came to the craft of writing was hopefully being compensated
for by students’ close examination of notable authors.
It baffled Lowney that other arts were taught by copying the works of the greats,
but that copying had somehow never made its way into the pedagogy of writing. She told
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Daly, “painters are trained to be painters that way all the time. You see it in museums.
You’ll see painters up there trying to do an exact replication of the painting. Not teaching
you to paint like Rembrandt when you paint your own but to get a sense of how he did
what he did” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Bowers recalled, “Lowney believed
that got our juices working. It’s a way of stretching and getting your muscles going, your
mental muscles, and you don’t have writers’ block that way” (Inside the Handy Writers
Colony). Lowney had experienced with Jones that his greatest obstacle to becoming a
writer was consistently getting behind the typewriter. Copying was a way to get her
students at the desk without being overwhelmed by the existential dread of the blank
page. It was a practice that got her students into the physical rhythm of writing and
revealed the skills of accomplished authors. She knew this was not a popular technique,
and she thought many writers were worse off for avoiding it. Lowney wrote, “Many
writers are too snobbish to copy. They feel it would lower or in some way degrade their
minds. But every author copies. Some do it through the ears, the painter through his eyes,
and there are some more or less who breathe it in” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). It
is a practice that does initially seem odd. However, Norman Mailer admitted, “If I were
giving a writing course I might try having the kids copy passages from great books, as
she did. There are worse ways to demonstrate that writing consists of an awful lot of
dreary dull work and paying attention to small details” (Lennon 217). Therefore, when
students first got to the desk in the morning, they copied.
In addition to needing to learn basic novelistic features like structure and
dialogue, Lowney also perceived that her students needed to learn a technique that would
allow them to produce the tremendous amount of writing required for a novel. To get
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them to generate enough content for a novel, Lowney taught her students to write in little
skits: “Novels are best written as a series of skits and then woven together. That way a
writer can draw from his life” (Wood 87). There was no use in plotting or outlining a
novel because it killed the spirit of a book. Instead, “A book must grow like a baby, you
can't plan it beforehand” (Wood 87). She did not approve of outlining because that
created a feeling of artificiality in the text. Lowney wanted her students to produce
something that read true to the experience of life. To accomplish this feeling, students
should write scenes based on their actual lives. Writing a novel in skits was how students
could create one grand narrative using several smaller moments. After Willard Lindsay
published a story entitled “A Busy Day,” Lowney came to believe that “her technique
was proven, and she became quite intolerant of other ideas and methods” (Wood 87).
Another way Lowney simplified the writing process for her students to keep them
from being hindered by the complexities of writing was to dismiss any sort of intellectual
ideas about writing or literature. Lowney wrote, again in all-caps for emphasis, “I
DISLIKE TALKING ANY KIND OF INTELLECTUAL YAK-YAK and find that the
people who talk inflate their egos and never work” (Wood 90). Any sort of academic or
critical thinking was rejected. She prohibited any academic approach to literature because
she sincerely believed it stroked the ego rather than spurring students to create good
writing. Her dislike for intellectual approaches to literature was more likely related to her
own insecurity regarding literary matters.
She told her students, “We’ve got no room for artistes,” and “The first guy who
tries to grow a beard is going to have a fat eye to go with it” (Whipple 152). These
statements harkened back to the Turner family penchant for solving conflicts with
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violence. They ring more consistent with how her father might have dealt with the
prisoners in county lock-up than how a traditional writing teacher would approach her
students. She promised violence to any students who tried to be artistes because the
colony ran on her methods and her ideas alone. There was no place for competing
philosophies. Because of her total control over the small colony, “If a student did not
hold to Lowney’s regime, if he disagreed with her ideas, or if he started intellectualizing,
he was likely to be told to leave” (Wood and Keating xvii). Emphatically, Lowney wrote
to her students, “do not WASTE MY TIME BY ARGUMENTATION and trying to teach
the teacher or weaken my ideas so [you] can feel vastly superior” (Wood and Keating
xvi). Confirming Mailer’s conclusion about her literary knowledge, Lowney reveals the
actual depths of her insecurity in statements like these. Lowney saw differing opinions
from her own, even ones that were not necessarily competing with her own, as threats to
her own value as a teacher. In Lowney’s mind, any student who spoke up against her was
just trying to make himself feel better and Lowney feel worse. Therefore, she was not
interested in hearing anyone else’s thoughts.
Just as she promoted the copying of writers she wanted her students to emulate,
some authors were not allowed. Proust, Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, and Dylan Thomas were
all barred from the colony grounds for being “intellectual and sissy-like” (Wood and
Keating xvii). These authors did not share any principals that were concurrent with
Lowney’s. Their intellectual approaches to literature were nauseating to Lowney because,
in her mind, intellectuals were “phonies” (Hendrick et al. 70). Lowney saw writing as a
method for uncovering the truth of the world, and intellectualizing books only obscured
that truth. Lowney did not want her writers to engage in intellectual conversations about
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their texts because she thought it stroked the ego, again making it harder to tell the truth
about their perceptions of the world. Setting the colony in Marshall allowed her to
distance her students from any academic interpretation of the texts they read or the work
they produced.
Competing ideas about writing were forbidden because Lowney wholeheartedly
believed in her methods and her ability to take anyone and make him a writer. She had
done it once with Jim. She believed with the copying and the colony lifestyle that she
could do it over and over again. If any student began to doubt Lowney, she would say,
“Well, Jim Jones is here. He listens to all this. He wrote From Here to Eternity’”(Inside
the Handy Writers’ Colony). If any student challenged her procedures, “she quickly
rallie[d] all her weapons of defence, including a sharp and voluble tongue, and in her
angry eyes you [could] see a threat of force” (Wood 87). She wanted her writers to be
“completely honest with themselves to achieve a level of consciousness beyond ‘mass
thinking’” (Wood and Keating xvi). Honesty is where the best writing emerged. The
writer’s role was “to be a sincere and honest observer of the phoniness of society, and the
realism and authenticity of the narrative was of more concern than the grace and technical
polish of the prose” (Wood 93). To access this level of consciousness and honesty, she
would rotate between encouraging her writers, misleading them, and tearing them apart
(Wood and Keating xvi). Every day, students arose early at the Handy Writers’ Colony to
methodically follow Lowney’s direction, no matter how peculiar, to create something
authentically meaningful.
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A Colony that Reflected Lowney’s Personality
The outcome for those students who did manage to adjust to the Handy Writers’
Colony’s unconventional daily life was an experience unlike anything else they had ever
known or would ever know. Bowers says, “At the Handy Colony, everything was odd.
You wouldn’t know where the first oddity would come from” (Inside the Handy Writers’
Colony). Life at the colony was odd because it was arranged according to Lowney’s
personality, an amalgamation of a desperate need for control, spiritual inspiration from all
sources, and folk remedies for life’s complications. For instance, Lowney strongly
encouraged her students to perform enemas on themselves, a folk remedy Lowney
inherited from her mother. “You need to get that shit out of your systems,” she told John
Bowers, “or you’ll never write a damn line” (ix). Margaret Turner confirmed, “I'll tell
you one thing she believed in and that was enemas. Oh, yes. She got my husband started
on those. I just don't believe in them. I think it destroys your natural ability. That's what
eventually happened to her. And I think she realized it. She swore by enemas” (Lennon
216). Folk remedies are hardly a requirement for students at other writing schools.
Lowney was not a puritan, but she did forbid alcohol and sex on colony grounds.
Jones, of course, was exempt from these rules, carrying on his affair with Lowney and
keeping a large stash of liquor in the “bachelor palace” he had built on colony grounds
(Wood 90). Nevertheless, Lowney did recognize the need for physical companionship or
a booze-fueled bender that colonists wouldn’t be able to find at the colony. Once a
month, colonists took a trip across the Wabash River to occupy the bars and the brothels
of Terre Haute, Indiana. Snedeker recalled, “Back then, Terre Haute was known as Sin
City…. There was lots of gambling, and Cherry Street had several blocks of
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whorehouses” (Stelzer). Lowney knew the desire for sex was inevitable in all her
colonists and to withhold sex altogether would be a different sort of distraction for her
students. Lowney concluded that sex with prostitutes was less romantic and kept her
students from developing relationships that would distract them from their colony duties.
To keep them focused on writing as the ultimate priority, “She told them when they could
go to town. She gave them fifty dollars once a month or so and sent them over to Terre
Haute to the red-light district, which used to be a very prominent place. When that was
over they were back for their siege of writing again. That was their night out. And she'd
finance it” (Lennon 216). In many ways, this experience was like the Leave that some
colonists experienced during their military service. There was an acknowledgement that
the colonists were being driven so hard during their day that eventually they would have
to let off steam. So, once a month, the colonists would load up in the cars and head across
the river.
Lowney hoped that a monthly trip to Terre Haute was enough to keep her students
from becoming lonely. Otherwise, she tried to keep the colony free of visitors. In 1953,
the presence of outsiders became a problem, and “Lowney was expressing concern about
the number of uninvited visitors/sightseers, who she felt were violating the privacy of the
colony” (Wood and Keating xviii). Lowney was afraid that there were “outsiders
circulating misinformation about the colony,” and “the occasional frictions between the
colony, the increasingly famous James Jones and the townspeople of Marshall caused her
much concern” (Wood and Keating xviii-xix). For someone who already felt like an
outsider, misrepresentations of her colony would have been a frustration. Lowney had
always wanted to control the narrative of her life, and she could not bear the thought of
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others interfering with that narrative. Lowney had always felt misunderstood, and now
that she was striving toward her life’s greatest achievement, she did not want her work at
the colony to be misunderstood either.
Preventing misinformation and keeping outsiders from visiting the colony was
just another way to ensure that “Lowney was really the boss” and that the colony ran
according to her proclivities (Lennon 216). Lowney wanted complete control for many
reasons, but one of the most important was that she felt she had to strip away all of the
habits that society had formed in these men, in order to free them “from the illusions and
‘glamors’ [sic] of mundane existence and values” (Wood 94). To her, the writer was an
“outcast, or a prophet who has been freed from the crippling illusions of society and who
confronts people with shocking and unpopular truths—enlightening some, but angering
many” (Wood 93-94). A writer was supposed to occupy this role because this is how
Lowney saw herself, an outcast punished for saying and doing unpopular things. Without
becoming outcasts, writers were not free to tell their truth. Therefore, writers were meant
to be alone. Without a community she could rely on, she looked to other places like
astrology for inspiration. Rosa McKinney remembers, “One night we sat out in the yard
and she named every star in the sky, I think, or the planets or whatever. She believed that
they influenced our lives or our personalities” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony).
Bowers shared a similar moment with Lowney: “[She] would say, ‘Johnny I think we’re
related. There’s a spiritual bond between us Johnny. And in another life I think we were
together somehow’” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Jones scholar J. Michael
Lennon has another way of describing Lowney’s personality, “There’s a grand tradition
of American oddballs, American outsiders, that goes back to Whitman, to Emerson, all
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the way back to the beginning of American literature. And Lowney Handy is certainly in
that great tradition” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Lowney did not want to be
judged harshly because of her predilection for unorthodox beliefs and influences. To
prevent this, she isolated herself from the broader Marshall community and only
surrounded herself with people, primarily her students, who believed in her as a special
individual.
The reality is that there were sure to be students who did not buy into Lowney’s
fairy tale and unconventional protocols. David Ray was such a student and was
eventually ejected from the colony. The final straw was when Ray welcomed some
unapproved friends at the colony who had made their way down to Marshall from
Chicago. Despite their trespassing onto colony ground, Lowney agreed to meet with
Ray’s friends but was incensed when one voiced his esteem for T. S. Eliot. Lowney
ordered Ray’s friends off the property and began launching bricks at them as they ran
away. To Ray’s increasing horror, Jones stood beside Lowney and laughed at the scene.
Lowney then “ordered [Ray] to leave, and then changed her mind and told the other
writers at the colony to watch him and prevent him from escaping” (Wood and Keating
xix). Ray would escape, and, in revenge, Ray wrote an “expose” of the colony for
Chicago Magazine. In that article, Ray “portrayed Lowney as being erratic, intolerant,
and hypocritical” (Wood and Keating xix). In reality, Ray was as dedicated to his
individuality as Lowney was hers, and Ray would never allow himself to come entirely
underneath Lowney’s influence. On her worse days, Lowney could be the way that Ray
described her. Notwithstanding, to only focus on those qualities is to miss the full scope
of Lowney’s personality.
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Until Jones and the colony came along, Lowney struggled to find her life’s central
vocation. She did not have any concrete plans for her life after high school and found
herself a passenger in Harry’s rise up the executive ladder at the oil refinery. Her life was
not what Lowney imagined it would be. The colony ended up being a saving grace for
Lowney. She could marry her constant need to express herself as an individual, her
singular ideas of what makes good art, and her perennial desire to help troubled people.
When Maxwell Perkins tapped Jones as his next major novelist, Jones quickly lobbied for
Scribner’s to publish the manuscript Lowney had been working on as well. However,
Scribner’s passed on Lowney’s novel, and she faced “a turning point” where she chose to
“give up friends, reputation, and her own writing in order to become a full-time teacher
of writers” (Hendrick et a. 63). The result of this turning point was the Handy Writers’
Colony, a wholly novel approach to writing pedagogy and community. Like so many
people, Lowney had an intense desire to make something important and become someone
of significance. Her colony “was a defiant assertion of that vanishing individuality”
(Wood 93). Lowney took a tremendous risk by giving her life over to James Jones’s
development as a novelist. She doubled down on that risk by building her writers’ colony
in Marshall. What was the end product of her efforts? As Norman Mailer said, “she
succeeded and failed like we all do” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony).
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Chapter Three: Marshall, Illinois

A New Character to the Story
Writing for the Ford Times in 1957, James Jones said, “A lot of people have
asked me why, after getting to be ‘famous’ and making a lot of money with the novel, I
would choose to live in Marshall, Illinois. Writers are supposed to go to New York or
Mexico City or Hollywood to live after they write a book” (53). Evidently, Jones had
been plagued by this question from his associates in New York, from his actor friends in
Los Angeles, and even from people at home in Marshall. For anyone who asked, Jones
gave the same answer: “My reason is simple. I like living in Marshall better” (53).
Marshall’s role in the colony has been drastically understated. Nevertheless
Marshall played a key role in the formation of Lowney’s colony and in Jones’s decision
to live in rural Illinois while at the height of his celebrity. In retrospect, it is a wonder that
Jones did not immediately take off to more established literary centers, to cash in on his
fame in New York or Hollywood. Given the height of Lowney’s reputation after her
work with Jones and the release of From Here to Eternity, it also is a wonder that she did
not parlay her success to better opportunities from Manhattan publishing houses, which
looked to Lowney for other writers of Jones’s quality. However, they both stayed in
small-town Illinois because Marshall offered something to them that no other place
could. It makes one wonder if scholars studying Jones and the colony were mainly from
urban areas and blind to the possible pleasures of living as a celebrity in a rural
community
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Before any exploration of Marshall’s influence on the colony can be made, it is
necessary to give a brief overview of Marshall’s cultural climate so that the connections
between Marshall and the colony can be explicitly drawn out. As a rural community,
Marshall may seem like any other small town. Some might wonder if there is a cultural
climate that distinguishes small communities from one another. The ability to identify a
place’s cultural climate first requires a definition of place or region.
In Chester Foster’s address to the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, he identifies
the attributes that make up an environmental region. Foster says that the attributes that
create a region are that it is (i) a special place that people care about and identify with; (ii)
a named area that “stirs the blood and arouses passion”; (iii) a place with a unity or
homogeneity of some sort; (iv) an area defined by common system functions; (v) a place
with a similar context and culture; (vi) an area with a psychic identity (a “region of the
mind”); and/or (vii) a place with a history (“story”) around which people can convene,
organize and plan for what they want and need. Marshall certainly meets many, if not all,
of these requirements, a conclusion I feel qualified to draw as a lifelong resident. Having
grown up in Marshall and continuing to live here in my adulthood, this place does inspire
a sense of care and identity amongst its residents, who are passionate about the story of
this place. I currently serve on the Marshall Historical Commission, a committee that
strives to protect historic landmarks and retain the stories that give shape to our
community’s history. In many ways, this very thesis is a reflection of the ability to be
aroused with passion by a place’s story and of the desire to care for that story. The Handy
Writers’ Colony is a critical piece of Marshall’s history. Furthermore, Marshall played a
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vital role in the story of the colony. An overview of that role is necessary to demonstrate
how Marshall influenced the colony.

A Brief History of Marshall
Sitting just west of the Wabash River, Marshall is the county seat of Clark
County, Illinois. The land had been home to tribes of Kickapoo, Winnebago, and
Potawatomi Native Americans for several hundreds of years, and to Mound Builders for
several thousand years before that. Around 1814, European settlers entered the area, and
plots of land in Clark County were briefly being “sold for more than those in Chicago”
(Conley 7). Clark County being economically and culturally competitive with Chicago is
hardly comprehensibly today, given the contemporary disparity between the two cities.
For a moment, there was a view that the land along the Wabash had real value, but that
ability to see its value disappeared as the county diminished into rural obscurity.
Eventually, a seat of governance was placed along the newly constructed National Road
and was called Marshall.
The first century of Marshall’s history was filled with stories that would have
delighted Lowney. Abraham Lincoln would visit Marshall on his duties as a lawyer
before being elected president. Lincoln, like Lowney, was born in Kentucky but
flourished in Illinois. During the Civil War, Marshall was the site of a clash between
Union soldiers and a group of southern sympathizers known as Copperheads, who were
trying to protect a group of deserters by arresting a pair of Union sergeants who had bent
sent to track them down. 250 Union soldiers surrounded the courthouse in Marshall to
demand the release of the sergeants and the arrest of the Copperhead judge who had been
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spearheading the effort. The judge’s disregard for public pressure would have resonated
with Lowney, though she may not have supported his political stance. The Copperhead
incident is revealing for the way it highlights two competing philosophies, northern
progressivism and sympathy for southern conservatism, in one location. At that time,
Marshall would have joined much of the rest of Illinois in supporting the abolition of
slavery, but there was still a strong enough contingent of slavery supporters to cause the
Union army’s intervention. Jones had once described the people of Marshall as “a
mixture of Ohioans who came overland through Indiana, and Kentuckians who came up
‘The River’ from Evansville” (53). The blend of progressive and conservative ways of
life sometimes creates a tense ideological atmosphere, one that can still be felt today. The
tension was certainly felt at Lowney’s colony as the freewheeling libertines scandalized
and aggravated the straitlaced townspeople. The Copperheads were not the only outlaws
to come out of Marshall. Robert H. Birch, a bandit responsible for the killing and robbery
of a colonel in the United States army, grew up south of Marshall. There is a history of
renegades that line the entirety of Marshall’s history, and Lowney stepped right into that
history with the colony.
Marshall housed another president when Grover Cleveland visited the town in the
late nineteenth century. Cleveland had approached a lawyer from Marshall named John
Scholfield to become Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court. Setting a
precedent for Lowney and Jones, Scholfield rejected the appointment because he wanted
to remain in Marshall. Cleveland must have been flummoxed by Scholfield’s decision to
remain because Cleveland made it a point to visit the town that had cost him his
appointee.
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In addition to Lincoln and Cleveland’s visits, Marshall was also a frequent
vacation spot for Booth Tarkington. Tarkington, the first author to ever win the Pulitzer
Prize for fiction more than once, came to visit his cousins in Marshall on several
occasions as a boy. The visits to Marshall were formative for the young Tarkington and
became the inspiration for several of his novels. “Despite its title,” James Woodress says,
the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel “The Gentleman from Indiana takes place a few miles
west of Terre Haute in Marshall” (48). Tarkington also used his childhood memories as
the inspiration of his portrayals of boyhood in Penrod and Penrod and Sam. Tarkington
was the first to recognize the stories that existed in this small rural community. Fifty
years later, Lowney would be establishing her colony on the literary foundation that
Tarkington had set.
Lowney followed in the tradition of Marshall’s leaders and outlaws, all driven by
passion and a desire to do something significant. The colony tried to carry on this
heritage. Just as John Scholfield passed on Cleveland’s invitation to the Supreme Court to
stay in a place that spoke to him, Lowney ignored the interest from all across the country
to focus on her duty in front of her at the colony. The colony did not appear from thin air.
Instead, it came to exist in a community that valued many similar virtues. Marshall loves
itself, sees itself as exceptional, and values its story. Because of these attributes, Marshall
tends to raise good storytellers, Lowney being one of the best of them. Even Jones felt the
need to comment on Marshall’s weird, “irreverent humor with its iconoclastic overtones”
that marked so many of its storytellers. Marshall certainly shares common features with
so many other small towns across the country—insular, conservative, suspicious, and
occasionally dull. Nevertheless, out of this typical small town arise people that go on to

Crews 51
write Pulitzer Prize-winning books and cause American presidents to travel out of their
way to see this place for themselves. This was the heritage that the colony was born into,
and it is hard to imagine the Handy Writers’ Colony truly fulfilling its oddball existence
anywhere else.

Reasons for the Colony’s Residence in Marshall
In March of 1951, just after the publication of From Here to Eternity, Lowney
wrote to Don Sackrider:
[I’ve] had letters from two more publishers and had a long distance call his
morning from Random House in New York—wants to come see me or visit at
Marshall. I told him I had four novels that soon would be ready—he wants to see
something now but I said we never sent [a manuscript] in until it was as good as
we knew how to make it. NEW YORK IS ALL AGOG AND VERY
ENTHUSED OVER ALL OF YOU. (Hendrick et al. 73)
With the immediate success that Eternity was experiencing, publishers were in hot
pursuit of Lowney and other possible hidden treasures living on the cow pasture in the
Marshall. An editor had told Lowney that he “had never heard anything like our group in
the country” (Hendrick et al. 73). Lowney marveled at the sudden popularity her colony
experienced from the mighty publishing houses in New York and commented, “it was
like a volcano had blown up in a field in Marshall, Illinois” (Hendrick et al. 73). Jones
was the one whose picture appeared on the storefront windows of the Charles Scribner’s
Sons building and whose name appeared in all the glowing reviews of the book. Even so,
he was not the only success to emerge from the publication of Eternity. Lowney had
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suddenly become a hot commodity and “was being courted by publishers and agents who
felt that, if she could help develop a talent such as Jim’s, she must have other young
writers of great potential” (Hendrick et al. 73).
The sudden popularity became a sort of crossroads moment for Lowney. On the
one hand, the interest from publishers and agents legitimized everything that Lowney had
begun in the front parlor of her Robinson home. The modest wooden cabins behind
Loudell Handy’s house were now the indicators of an authentic writers’ colony in the
eyes of those who mattered. On the other hand, Lowney was presented with an
opportunity to pursue these relationships with New York publishers into other traditional
(and most likely more lucrative) opportunities. There is no suggestion in the letters or
recorded conversations that Lowney was ever offered an opportunity to move to New
York and work for the literary establishment, yet it’s not inaccurate to say that Lowney’s
value after Eternity was high enough that, if she wanted to pursue opportunities in New
York or Chicago, she could have. It is also not an exaggeration to say that most people
who would have slaved away in small towns across the country would have used their
market value in that moment to flee for more secure waters. However, Lowney did not.
Even though New York was agog with what Lowney was doing with her students,
Lowney felt committed to the colony. She had planted her flag in the ground to claim her
tiny kingdom on this earth, and she was not willing to leave her kingdom behind.
Several factors helped Lowney decide to remain in Marshall. Of all those factors,
it may be most beneficial to start with the most practical. As with many ambitious artistic
ventures, the colony was dependent on funding in the form of donations. Before the
publication of Eternity, the colony was solely funded through Harry’s income at the oil
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refinery, tying the colony geographically to his job. Harry and Lowney had set up the
colony as a nonprofit because it was important to them that men come to the colony
without having to worry about paying a tuition or being kicked out for a lack of funds.
They could solely focus on writing. Years later, Jones would tell the Paris Review, “I
honestly believed that if you gave guys who wanted to write a place to do it where they
could live and eat free, then they would write. Take away the economic-worry factor”
(“The Art of Fiction” 40-41). It was essential to Lowney that the colony was not an
enterprise driven by privilege. Instead, she wanted just the opposite. She wanted a place
for men who had been through rough times to come to learn how to write without the
worry of how they were going to afford it. She had been introduced to the hardships of
the economically underprivileged in the Clark County jail and was mindful of them while
in Robinson. It was important to her not to leave these men behind in the design of the
colony. Because of the requirement of a tuition-free residence, the colony had to tie its
existence to its primary source of funding—Harry Handy’s job, which was the only
avenue of funding before From Here to Eternity’s publication. Harry wrote the first
several years’ worth of checks and donated the land for the colony grounds.
Harry’s presence at the colony was more than just economic. Harry not only
served as the financial benefactor but as a source of “peace and harmony” for the writers
at the colony (Hendrick et al. 67). When colonists were on the receiving end of Lowney’s
infamous verbal thrashings, they could go to Harry and ask him to resolve the issue while
Lowney calmed down. Harry’s money also was not used solely for construction. The
colonists could rely on Harry for cash when they were in need. Kenny Snedeker
remembered a “little cash pot in the Ramada kitchen” where colonists could take money
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for “some postage, or if you needed a pair of socks, or maybe some underwear, but you
couldn’t buy booze with it” (Kash). As simple as it may be, the colony’s residence in
Marshall was born out of a sheer reliance on Harry’s presence, career, and the availability
of land behind the Handy family residence. Without Harry, Lowney would have had
nothing and nowhere to start the colony.
A less practical, but nonetheless vital, factor for Lowney was the need that she felt
significant to the people around her. At the colony, she demanded the attention and
respect of her students. However, Lowney needed the broader appeal of a place where
she could be recognized as being uniquely gifted. Once Eternity was published, she was a
genuine celebrity in the community. Jones experienced the same motivation to stay in
Marshall. Jones was a legitimate national celebrity, and it would seem that the power of
national celebrity would far outweigh local celebrity. However, it was more important to
both Lowney and Jones that they were celebrities in front of people who had written them
off and discarded them. Lowney could combat the “country hick” insult she received in
high school with colony’s success. Jones could show everyone in Robinson who thought
he was a drunken, incompetent buffoon that he was the country’s best writer. Helen
Howe remembered that Jones “had an ego that was second to none. He loved to play the
part of big writer in the making and was always very aware of the impression he was
creating” (Hendrick et al. 77). For Jones and Lowney, their argument for staying was
that, if they were out of sight, they were out of mind. However, if they stayed in the
community and flaunted their success, people would have to reckon every day with the
degree to which they misjudged the two. Living in Marshall ensured that Lowney and
Jones were the most important people in every room they stepped in, a luxury they could
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not guarantee anywhere else. To prove his unparalleled status in Marshall, Jones’s built
an $85,000 “bachelor palace” complete with “all the latest electrical appliances, a bidet, a
secret liquor storage area,” and “a secret passageway” that lead to some hidden chamber
in the house the purpose of which has never been identified (Wood and Keating xviii).
The house had its intended affect and was the talk of the down (one of the reasons being
that Jones had commissioned a painted mural of naked women on the bathroom wall, a
point of discussion to this day). Lowney had her colony to prove her success. The colony
remained hidden from the eyes of the community, but it stayed ever-present in their
minds.
For Lowney, her success with the colony did not only translate to celebrity. It also
gave her clout in the form of actual political power. After Lowney had ejected David
Ray’s Chicago friends from the colony by way of flying bricks, she located the three
alongside the highway as they made their way back into town and offered to drive them
to the bus stop. Once the three visitors got in the car, Lowney promptly redirected them
to the police station, where her father served as the police chief. She told her father to
lock up the three men until the next bus to Chicago left in the morning. As they sat on the
cold benches behind steel bars, she left them with “her frequent boast” that she declared
to whoever needed to hear it: “I run this town” (Hendrick et al. 92). Lowney didn’t use
the power she had garnered around town for anything other than ensuring her colony was
kept private and undisturbed. She did show signs of being frustrated by small-town
thinking and annoyed by Marshall’s rubberneckers, but “Lowney relished the role of
town gadfly” (Hendrick et al. 106). She hated being misunderstood, but Lowney
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recognized that being the object of gossip was a sign of significance. If she was being
talked about, then she was someone special.
The colony’s existence in Marshall also informed the philosophy of the colony.
Lowney needed to separate her students from competing influences and make them
subject to her authority only. Lowney’s boys would be freed from the distractions of love
and sex in the rural Illinois countryside, from intellectual approaches to literature that
Lowney believed puffed up their egos, and from the expectations that society put on these
young men as to what they would do with their lives. Without these competing interests,
Lowney could shape her writers by her precise instruction, controlling entirely what they
did and what they thought. She told Don Sackrider, “Writer’s have to be SOBs. There
will be something all your life to take you away from your typewriter” (Hendrick et al.
55). Lowney set up the colony just outside of Marshall because she felt that this was the
location where she could remove as many distractions as possible—be it financial,
familial, philosophical, or romantic—and focus solely on getting the boys behind the
typewriter. Small towns like Marshall often lose their young adults to larger cities. Urban
areas offer more opportunities for career advancements, access to entertainment, culture
in the form of museums or restaurants, and the ability to connect with other young adults.
Lowney saw all these things as distractions from what was most important—the life of an
artist. Because the act of writing is difficult (and sometimes agonizing), sitting
unimpeded at the typewriter for hours on end will rarely win out in a competition with
other influences. It is the reason that so many people want to write, and so few do. In
Lowney’s mind, the only way to win out is to eradicate these distractions altogether. In
the quiet, bucolic Illinois prairie, the students would not have excuses for not throwing
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themselves at their writing. Thus, Lowney’s students rode the Greyhound bus into
Marshall, walked a few miles west of town to the country lane that led back to the
colony, and lived their summers in complete isolation from the outside world.

Jones’s Reasons for Remaining in Marshall
Some of the reasons for the colony’s existence in Marshall are exclusive to Jones
himself. Though Lowney is the central figure in the story of the colony, the reality is that
Jones’s eight-year residence in Marshall was paramount to the colony’s existence, both in
terms of finances and optics. Jones’s decision to live in Marshall after Eternity is an
unexplored element of his story. Typically, Jones’s Marshall years are attributed to his
attachment to Lowney. For many years, Jones was afraid to leave Lowney because she
had been the guiding light that enabled him to write. This perspective, however, misses
Jones’s enthusiasm for Marshall and rural life. For Jones, there were reasons beyond his
commitment to Lowney for living in Marshall.
A primary reason was that Marshall, his hometown of Robinson, and rural Illinois
served as sources of inspiration for Jones. He and the other colonists were in an area of
the country that rarely is featured in literature, and Jones found this place to be worthy of
chronicling, both for the best and worst qualities that small towns had to offer. After
Jones had published Eternity, he set his sights on writing an opus based on stories and
characters he found in both Marshall and Robinson. Some Came Running was to be the
story of a young soldier’s return to his fictional hometown of Parkman, Illinois after his
time in the army and consequently having to confront “the decadent, materialistic values
of postwar America (Wood 91). Lowney encouraged this exploration, for she had tried it
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herself in the years before she met Jones with book From Riches to Bitches. Instead of
writing her novel, Lowney would help Jones as he set out to write his.
Jones had “socialized with the working people of Robinson” and liked “the bluecollar people” he met while traveling around in his RV around the country during the
winter months (Hendrick et al. 61). Unlike other colonists, he had the freedom to leave
the colony at his leisure and drink with a cast of characters he met at the American
League and taverns around Marshall. His success and intimacy with Lowney allowed him
to skirt around the colony rules to be an active member of Marshall’s social life. During
his years in Marshall, “Jim was having lengthy and beery conversations with the
renegades and castaway men of that part of Illinois and with the factory girls out for a
good time” (Hendrick et al. 81). In an interview with the Paris Review, Jones gushed, “I
happen to love that big, awkward, sprawling country very much—and its big, awkward
sprawling people” (“The Art of Fiction” 38). Norman Mailer said of Jones, “He was very
much of the Midwest, like the Midwest, on top of the Midwest, loving the Midwest,
hating it” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Jones made frequent public appearances in
town, driving his Jeep down Archer Avenue shirtless or getting something to eat at
Tom’s Restaurant. He had a love of small-town life and was determined to turn this love
(along with his frustrations) into a great book. Jones’s friend William Styron agreed with
Mailer’s assessment, “Of all the writers that I’ve known, he probably was as much
attached to his roots, or inseparable from his roots as any writer I’ve known” (Inside the
Handy Writers’ Colony). Jones was a thoroughly midwestern man, and he did not attempt
being anything otherwise.
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For his second novel, Jones continued to follow Lowney’s advice of basing his
writing on his real-life experiences. The result is a narrative built around actual people
from both Marshall and Robinson. When asked if he drew his characters from real life,
Jones responded, “I guess so; yes. But by the time I’m done with them, they’re not like
anybody but themselves” (“The Art of Fiction” 44). Jones’s assessment is generous
concerning his desire to mask the inspirations he used for his characters. In reality, “It is
remarkable that Jones did not face lawsuits” for his portrayal of actual people in Some
Came Running (Hendrick et al. 100). Even today, there are people in Marshall and
Robinson who continue to speculate on being the inspiration of Jones’s characters in
Some Came Running. Jones took after his hero Thomas Wolfe and would “draw easily
recognizable portraits of people in Robinson [and Marshall]” (Hendrick et al. 71). People
who lived on the fringes of these communities particularly interested Jones. He began
with these peripheral figures, and “[He] stayed close to the essential outlines of each of
their lives, picturing them as renegades, as inhabiting the lower depth of Midwestern life”
(Hendrick et al. 95). Despite portraying characters so similarly that he could have faced
lawsuits, Jones did make some alterations to his real-life inspirations because he felt the
actual people he was using as his guide lived thoroughly miserable lives. He wrote to his
editor at Scribner’s, “To write them as they really were would be so depressing, not only
to me, but to readers, that I wouldn’t have any book—or any plot either” (Hendrick et al.
95). Jones did not want to remove himself from Illinois because the people in Marshall
and Robinson were the characters about which he wanted to write. He saw something of
note in these people. He saw the way their troubles were both specific and universal, and
he wanted to put their lives into words.
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Marshall was more than an inspiration for Jones. He sincerely enjoyed Marshall,
as evidenced by his “I like living in Marshall better” declaration in his Ford Times article.
(53). In that article, Jones celebrated Marshall to the point where it almost seems
sarcastic. It is of particular note that Jones wrote the article in 1957, the same year he
would get married and leave the colony. Nevertheless, the article gives a detailed and
intimate picture of life in Marshall that unmistakably comes from a place of affection.
Jones claims to have found “friendship, and trust, and ease in getting along with one
another” in Marshall that he could not find in bigger cities (53). Marshall probably
captured Jones’s affection because it carried all the beauty and benefits of rural culture
without the inherited baggage of his personal and familial history in Robinson. Marshall
was familiar and comfortable and viewed Jones solely through the lens of a novelist.
Jones’s affection for Marshall gave him keen insights into the community. Jones’s
identification of Marshall’s residents being a mixture of Ohioans and Kentuckians results
in a unique local accent that is “a combination of wry nasality and lazy drawl, almost
impossible to reproduce on paper” (55). He loved to walk under the New England-styled
streets: “In the summer you travel through tunnels of green screening, and in the fall
under golden covers” (Jones 55). What truly distinguished Marshall from other places in
Jones’s mind, “outside of Marshall’s oldness and its sense of permanency, was the
humor” (56). The storytellers around town entertained him and gave him the feeling that
there was something special to be found in this place. Even for being a national celebrity,
Jones appeared to love living in Marshall sincerely and valued the relationships he
maintained with people around the community. Jones concluded his essay, “As long as
that queer, sly irreverent humor with its iconoclastic overtones continues to operate in
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Marshall, Illinois, I’m not going to be too worried about American and her future” (57).
This is hyperbole, but genuine love often inspires hyperbole.

Marshall’s Views of the Colony
In response to Lowney’s establishment of the colony, Marshall was equal parts
intrigued, suspicious, and embarrassed. A person pouring their life’s savings into a group
of young men living in tents on a cow pasture to turn them into famous writers was
reckless and bizarre. Ebony magazine described Marshall at that time as “small
(population: 2,960), conservative and almost lily-white” (“Writers’ Colony” 114). These
characteristics stood in stark contrast with the philosophy that would come to drive the
colony. Marshall resident Don Guinnip confirmed what any outsider to Marshall could
have suspected, “In a small rural midwestern town, a writers’ colony was something of an
oddity. It wasn’t normal” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). With no way to keep an
eye on the colony’s everyday happenings, rumors broke out and spread across town. A
writers’ colony did not seem like an economically viable business venture, and the
townspeople began to question what was really going on there. Some townspeople
suspected “the Handys had actually started a nudist colony on the outskirts of town.
Others whispered that it was a group of homosexuals, because the students living there
were all young males” (“When the Devil: Part I”). In the midst of Joseph McCarthy’s
Red Scare, some folks even wondered if the colony was a sleeper cell for the spread of
communism. The suspicion with which the colony was regarded can be found in the
comments of local residents who lived in Marshall at that time. Dr. George Mitchell, the
town’s leading physician, remembered, “My wife set a limit on how far west in Marshall
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my two daughters could come. And other mothers did the same thing. They didn’t want
them contaminated by the writers’ colony” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Charlene
Brand and former mayor of Marshall Ken Smith were two such children who were not
allowed to go anywhere near the colony grounds. Brand says, “My parents never let me
go to the colony. They thought it was a den of iniquity. And I think they thought that
maybe there were sex orgies going on. I don’t know why. They probably thought they’d
grab us” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Smith was intrigued by the colony because
of its reputation and recalled, “We’d sneak around sometimes and try to get close. You
know how you do as a child. The challenge is there. Somebody tells you not to go there.
You’re going to go as close as you can. I didn’t see any nude people or people doing
anything that was that strange” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Many people would
have remembered Lowney as the girl from the family who lived with and cared for
prisoners, as the young woman who brazenly joined the debate team, and as the
promiscuous Harry Handy’s bride. The privacy of the colony was not the primary reason
that the Handy Writers’ Colony was such a topic for gossip and derision. In many ways,
Lowney’s reputation as an iconoclast drove the rumors of communism and liberal
sexuality.
Lowney was more than a rebel for many people in Marshall. Her reputation
around town was also marked by her incredible generosity and desire to help those who
were in need. As with her students, Lowney was caught in the middle of two
perceptions—heretic and benefactor—in the community’s eyes. How a person felt about
Lowney was exclusively determined by their experience with either side. For many,
Lowney was kindhearted and charitable. Lowney’s niece remembered:
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Lowney would give you anything. You just asked and it was yours. My mother
and I once took her to the airport in Indy. She was going to fly to New York. And
my mother admired her dress…. The next thing I knew she was in the rest room,
came back out, gave my mother that dress, and she didn't have anything on under
her coat but a slip. She got on the plane and went to New York with nothing on!”
(Lennon 210)
Lowney had an electrifying smile that both disarmed and excited. She was gregarious and
passionate to the point that it was inspiring. To many in Marshall, Lowney was “a simple,
warmhearted judge of human nature, possessing—besides that amazing woman’s
intuition—an intense interest in all kinds of people” (Whipple 154). However, her acts of
generosity were not enough to quell the tumult that built around her acts of rebellion.
Because she was a figure of intrigue for her positive and controversial qualities, Marshall
was desperate to know what was taking place at the colony.
Most of the information concerning the happenings at the colony was reported
back to town by the crewmembers of Johnny Snedeker’s construction outfit, of which my
grandpa was a member (“When the Devil: Part II”). After new funding for the colony
became available through Eternity’s publication, Lowney moved away from using
Harry’s hired men at the oil refinery. Snedeker’s construction outfit was hired primarily
to build James Jones’s mansion but also to work on colony buildings. With members of
the crew working at the colony, “It was not uncommon that drivers vied to make
deliveries of sand, gravel, brick or building materials in hopes of witnessing the
clandestine behavior that just about everyone believed must be taking place” (“When the
Devil: Part II”). My grandfather worked as a carpenter for the Snedeker outfit and

Crews 64
recalled that Lowney would come to him, seeking his opinion about construction plans
because of his penchant for straightforward opinions. Lowney didn’t like to be
challenged when it came to her literary philosophy, but she admired anyone who had the
strength to say what they meant. She felt called to do the same, often to her detriment.
My grandfather also recalled that Johnny Snedeker would amuse the crew by hiding
Jones’s afternoon highball when he was not looking, leaving Jones pacing around his
unfinished house in search of his drink. Small towns tend to be marked by uniformity.
Thus, anything new or peculiar takes on a degree of significance. The years that it
operated, the colony served as a source of delightful gossip and utter perplexion for
Marshall.
Even though Lowney attempted to isolate the colony, neither she nor her colonists
were completely cut off from the Marshall community. The occasional appearances of
Jones, Lowney, and the colony members in public became remarkable incidents that
begged recounting to family and friends. Students at the colony had the opportunity to go
into town once a week for dinner and movie, but they were never allowed to go by
themselves, as Lowney felt going on pairs would keep them from developing
relationships with locals, primarily romantic relationships, that would distract them from
their writing (Stelzer). Dan Reedy remembers spotting Jones outside of the Dulaney Bank
“in shorts, shirtless, a fringed leather vest, huaraches on his feet, turquoise and silver
bracelets on both arms, and twin holsters with pearl-handled pistols on his hips” (“When
the Devil: Part I”). Jones’s appearance stirred a sense of awe in people around town. As
Jones moved about the community, people could not take their eyes off of him. Lowney
received the same treatment. The differences between Lowney and the other women
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struck Helen Howe one day while standing in line with Lowney at the bank: “She was
barefoot, in a peasant skirt and blouse, pigtails, no makeup. This was at a time when
many women went to the bank wearing a hat and white gloves to complete their outfit.
She was in complete control of her life and the lives of those around her” (Hendrick et al.
76). When Jones and Lowney were in public together, the freedom by which they lived
their lives stunned others. As a short-order cook at a local resident, Reedy remembers
another encounter that was remarkable to him:
As I approached to take their order, [Jones] leaned forward and commanded in a
loud voice, “Give me a piece of that ‘f*#*!*g’ cake over there,” pointing in the
direction of the white cake with coconut icing at the end of the counter…. Never
would I have imagined its use as an adjective to describe a triple-layer cake.
(“When the Devil: Part II”)
Jones’s had a proclivity to pass through town in jeans with a bowie knife on his belt,
boots, and shirtless in his Jeep. If he was not in his Jeep, he could be found on his HarleyDavidson, draped in a black leather jacket, black cap, and dark glasses as he raced down
Marshall’s streets. Jones was not just an object of fear, as “a few people secretly admired
Jones’ audacity; many found him to be an object of curiosity and amusement” (“When
the Devil: Part I”). Wherever Lowney and Jones went in Marshall, it always became a
moment of note for those witnessed it.
However, not everyone admired Lowney and Jones. Bowers commented on
Jones, “Others in that classic Midwest setting wrote him off as a batty drunk, or, harddrinkers themselves, could not fathom his tender artistic side. Everywhere he turned he
faced misunderstanding and repression—except in the arms and care and psyche of
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Lowney Handy” (x-xi). What had drawn Lowney and Jones together was the way they
understood each other when almost no one else could. Even in Marshall, they ultimately
could only rely on each other to feel understood and wholly valued. Their relationship
had been viewed with an air of suspicion and disapproval from the outset of their time
together. That degree of disapproval can be summed up in Max Henry’s series of nonanswers in an interview about Lowney and Jones:
Q. Did you think it was kind of strange that Lowney Handy had this idea to have
all these writers together up there? What did you think about that?
A. I'm going to pass on that.
Q. Okay. What did the people of Robinson think about Lowney?
A. I'll pass on that one.
Q. Last question. Would you say that the town of Robinson is proud of Jim Jones?
A. I'm going to pass on that. (Lennon 213)
Even if there were people who admired Lowney and Jones, they were afraid to publicly
announce their support because of the ways that Lowney and Jones had so audaciously
disrupted the social expectations of Marshall and Robinson. Another Robinson resident
remembered, “Their relationship was taken for granted in our community…. The credit I
feel Lowney should be given is that she helped a young man for reasons that only she
would probably know and today we have this work as a result of that” (Lennon 211). For
years, Lowney’s work at the colony and with Jones went underappreciated by those who
surrounded them. Marshall had witnessed something both remarkable and unique to the
story of American literature, but it failed evaluate the importance of the colony in the
moment properly. Instead, Marshall as a whole indulged rumors and blatant lies about the
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colony and failed to give Lowney to appropriate emotional support she needed. At the
conclusion of the Handy Writers’ Colony, Marshall’s residents were mostly relieved to
be free of its existence.
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Chapter Four: The Legacy of the Colony

Fourth of July Weekend
Because the Handy Writers’ Colony was such a unique experience, forcing
students to copy famous writers and undergo fasting and enemas, the conversation
concerning the colony quickly turns to the colony’s significance. What did the colony
mean? Were Lowney and the colony a success? To offer an attempt at answering these
questions (if an answer can even be attempted), an examination of the deterioration of
Lowney’s relationship with Jones and her work with other writers must be conducted.
The beginning of the end of the colony can all be boiled down to a single
moment. Jones had been a great admirer of Thomas Wolfe after discovering his novels in
Hawaii. Familiarizing himself with Wolfe’s story as a writer, Jones became aware of
Aline Bernstein’s influence on Wolfe and how Bernstein had been a major supporter of
Wolfe, both financially and emotionally. The relationship between Bernstein and Wolfe,
which was also sexual, was evidently something Jones and Lowney had discussed, as
“Lowney and Jim had known about Thomas Wolfe’s personal life—how Wolfe had been
aided by the older woman Aline Bernstein and how he had broken with her and then
savaged her in his fiction” (Hendrick et al. 108). Now Lowney and Jim’s relationship
seemed destined to meet the same end. Friends and fellow colonists began to see a
division in their relationship. After so many years of working together, Jones wondered if
he needed Lowney’s guidance anymore. He had previously been afraid to be away from
her direction. Now, Jones thought that he might have outgrown her. Jones loved in his
time in Marshall, in the colony, but as the manuscript for Some Came Running grew
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larger and larger, he began to believe that his talent couldn’t be contained in Marshall.
Jones would eventually be devastated by the terrible reviews that Running would receive.
Before Running’s disheartening reception, Jones believed his novel about the Midwest
would catapult him into a writer recognized and admirer throughout the world. Norman
Mailer recalled, “He felt he didn’t want to be known as a midwestern novelist. He wanted
to be known as a great world writer” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony) Likewise,
colonist Charles Wright wondered if Lowney began to doubt Jones’s ability: “I think that
she sensed that this wasn’t going to be a masterpiece. But she figured that okay we’ll do
this book and then there’s a third book” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Lowney
prepared for the inevitable conflict and told Don Sackrider, “I know the day will come
when Jim will want to get married and have children. And I’m prepared for that’” (Inside
the Handy Writers’ Colony).
At the end of 1956, Jones considered leaving Lowney and the colony for the first
time. Sackrider believes that Jones seeing Sackrider “free and happy” after Sackrider had
left the colony may have had “a subtle effect on Jim’s subsequent breaking away”
(Hendrick et al. 108). Preparing for the release of Running, Jones arrived in New York in
December of 1956 to visit his editors. On this trip, Jones’s friend Budd Schulberg thought
he “seemed at loose ends—somewhere between breaking away from his life in Illinois
and not knowing exactly where he could break to” (Hendrick et al. 110). Noticing his
irritability, Shulberg proclaimed:
“Jim, something is wrong with you.” He said, “I'm lonely. I need a woman. Not
just tonight. I need a mate. I need someone I can live with.” I said, “What kind of
a woman?” His sights were fairly high. “I'd like someone who looks something
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like Marilyn Monroe for openers but who is intelligent, knows writers, who's
interested in writing, with a great sense of humor.” As he went on, I said, “This is
strange but you're describing a friend of mine. There's a woman called Gloria
Mosolino who is a stand-in for Marilyn and wrote a fairly creditable novel. It
could have been published. She's very interested in writing and writers. She
sounds like the answer to your dream.” (Lennon 219)
Jones speedily connected with Mosolino. The two fell in love and were married on
February 27, 1957. Attempting to take the news in stride, Lowney wrote, “It wasn’t good
for me nor for Jim. We were always battling. Jim needs to go on his own. Jim is going to
find out he’s been a fool. And I hope the girl has to live in Marshall for a year” (Inside
the Handy Writers’ Colony). However, the news of the marriage devastated her. Tinks
Howe remembered, “Lowney was completely heartbroken…. You could tell she was
completely broken. She tried to act like she wasn’t but she really was. She didn’t want
Jim to get married” (Hendrick et al. 115). Lowney had given Jones her time, energy,
money, and bed, and she was too invested in him to be emotionally prepared for the
separation she knew was bound to happen. Helen Howe recalled,
We saw Lowney after Jim had married and left…. She was tremendously sad. She
was sorry that Jim's life no longer was in any way linked with hers. She was not
ready to admit that she could not help him any further. But as I said before
Lowney was a tremendously strong woman. I don't think Lowney really thought
he wouldn't be back. Because of the intensity of their relationship, and also
because of what they gave to one another. I think she never admitted that their
relationship was finished” (Lennon 220-222).
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The marriage made waves around the colony as well. Wright remembered, “It just was
obvious. If you knew her, you knew the ballgame was over. This was someone that she
could not compete with” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Notwithstanding, Jones and
Lowney continued to work together to get Some Came Running ready for publication.
Instead of leaving the colony immediately after his marriage, Jones and Gloria
returned to his large home in Marshall, with Gloria utterly unaware of the affair between
Jones and Lowney. Lowney initially tried to treat Jones’s new bride with geniality,
though she felt sick at having lost him. Lowney told “Gloria she could not use the
swimming pool on the colony grounds, for Gloria in a bathing suit would excite the
colonists sexually” (Hendrick et al. 116). The anger and jealously that Lowney was
harboring for Gloria could not be contained for long. Others saw that Lowney was about
to explode. Kaylie Jones, the only daughter of Gloria and Jones, remembered, “This
lovely man—whose name now I don’t know—said to my mother, ‘You have to leave. It’s
too dangerous for you here’” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). With Lowney and
Gloria vying for Jones’s attention at the colony, they were bound for a violent and
frightening collision.
Gloria’s time in Marshall was lonely, as Lowney had essentially confined Gloria
to Jones’s mansion. To rectify her loneliness, Gloria hosted her young nieces; Addie
Herder, the painter; and Monique Gonthier, a designer over the Fourth of July holiday
(Hendrick et al. 116). While attempting to relax in the living room of Jones’s house,
Gloria and her guests heard a frightening noise: “Lowney had burst through the back
door, bowie knife in hand [intent on Gloria]. ‘The only reason Jim married you,’ she
screamed, ‘is that you’re the best cocksucker in New York” (Hendrick et al. 116). Gloria
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managed to remove her guests from the room as Lowney crawled through the screen
door, and then tangled with Lowney on the living room floor until Jones was able to pull
them apart. Jones directed Lowney out of the house and out of his life forever. Jim and
Gloria left the colony the next day and never returned. Jim confessed the secret he had
been hiding from Gloria—Lowney had been his lover, and he had even relented and slept
with her after he had proposed to Gloria. It had been an enormous mistake, but Jones
loved Gloria and wanted to put his time with Lowney forever in the past. As their car
sped east, Jim told Gloria, “If you bring [Lowney] up again, I’ll just leave” (Hendrick et
al. 117). It was the last time that James Jones would ever set foot on the colony grounds
or speak with Lowney Handy.

Writers at the Colony
After visiting the colony and socializing with the students under Lowney’s
tutelage, Norman Mailer concluded, “Some very serious writers were there” as well as
“some kids who were running a scam, who liked the idea of having free meals, a bed and
some good athletics” (Wood 92). Lowney had struck gold with Jones as her very first
student, but, as Whipple explained in Life magazine, “the book publishers will [come to]
know whether Lowney Handy is a gambler who hit the jackpot or one of the most astute
critics of the generation” (154). Lowney is not the most astute critic of her generation—a
title she most certainly wouldn’t have wanted anyhow—but the question proposed as to
Lowney’s worth as a teacher and editor has plagued her since she decided to expand her
circle beyond Jones. Lowney worked with over a hundred students during the colony’s
existence, both in person and through correspondence. To judge Lowney and the colony
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as a success because she worked with Jones or as a failure because there wasn’t another
student to reach his level of fame is to a flawed method for determining the colony’s
value. Documentarian Dawn Sinclair Shapiro, who directed the film Inside the Handy
Writers’ Colony, argues, “Whether they were great writers is almost not even the point”
(Shapiro qtd. in Stelzer). The other writers who lived and worked and published at the
colony need to be brought into the frame to fully understand Lowney’s work and its
value.
Most notably, the collection of men that came to stay at the colony was far
beyond the typical residents of a traditional writers’ school. Instead of following “in the
tradition of other touted retreats on the East Coast that catered to established authors and
poets,” Lowney’s colony took in “less experienced and often disadvantaged writers. She
bragged that she could mold anyone into a great writer if he or she would follow her
advice” (Stelzer). Those disadvantaged writers included wayward veterans, former
convicts, and college dropouts. It did not matter what sort of trouble they had
encountered before they arrived at the colony, “[Lowney] believed in them” and
“believed in their work. There is something to be said about that, when someone believes
in you” (Shapiro qtd. in Stelzer). Colonists Edwin Daly came to the same conclusion:
“She gave everyone of those guys hope that they could do something like that even
though they had never done it before, even though their education level was not
necessarily distinguished. She said, you know, give it shot” (Inside the Handy Writers’
Colony). The atypical population at the colony is a reflection of lifelong work with
troubled people. When John Bowers looked around at his fellow colonists, he concluded,
“We were all oddballs or we wouldn’t have been there. It was just a fun situation, no
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hassles or anything. But there were things there that if you thought about it a little bit
you’d think were a little peculiar” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Lowney would
regularly receive letters from men from all walks of life, asking to come to the colony
and learn at her side. These wayward souls might have scared other institutions or left
them unimpressed, but Lowney could not have been more comfortable with this crowd.
With her proclivity for troubled men, the focus for admittance to the colony was more
dependent on struggle and a willingness to submit themselves to Lowney than actual
writing talent. Bowers observed, “You were mainly qualified to get in there if you had
terrible problems in your personal life” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Lowney was
excited by the litany of problems her students had because she saw the potential of their
problems to be turned into stories. Lowney had been raised being enthralled by the stories
of prisoners and outlaws, and she believed she could make these stories enticing for a
national audience. She loved her students not for their ability but for their potential. “She
had a fire and a faith in her young writers” Norman Mailer said. “She loved it when they
were good. She loved success. Not in terms of money, success in terms of talents
developing” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Creative writing programs accept
applicants with some basis on what they have done. Lowney focused on what she felt
they could do, and she loved when the talent finally appeared.
More than a dozen novels were written at the colony along with a number of short
stories. After Jones, the student that Lowney thought had the most potential for breaking
out was a Chicagoan named Tom T. Chamales. From his time under Lowney, Chamales
would write and publish two novels, Never So Few and Go Naked in the World. In
addition to being well-reviewed by critics, Chamales’s novels were adapted into
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successful MGM movies (Wood 92). The author even impressed Jones. He wrote to his
editor at Scribner’s, “We have a new guy here, who is writing like a house afire. His
name is Tom Chamales and he has led a fabulous life…. He’s been here less than a
month and has already done over three hundred pages on a novel of the Far East, all of
which is excellent writing” (Moore). Chamales’s career was cut short, however, when he
died unexpectedly in an apartment fire. His death was an emotional blow to Lowney. She
realized the reputation and financial viability of the colony depended on her ability to
produce a star as talented as Jones. Chamales may indeed have been the next writer set to
break out on to the national stage from the colony. The fact that his first novel had been
well-received critically and adapted into films indicates there was an audience for
Chamales’s work. Lowney saw talent in Chamales that was unparalleled to any other
writer she worked with, including Jones. Kenny Snedeker had a conversation with
Lowney where she claimed, “He was the only student she ever had who could turn out
almost perfect chapters, whole chapters, where she'd have to do very little editing. As
soon as he wrote it, his stuff was ready to go to the publisher” (Kash). If Chamales had
broken through to become a celebrated writer on the national stage, Lowney’s reputation
would receive fewer misgivings. Chamales’s tragic death robs Lowney’s of evidence that
some need to confirm her abilities as a teacher and editor.
Other colonists would also go on to find publishers for their works. Jerry
Tschappat published Never the Same Again under the pseudonym Gerald Tesch in 1956;
Edwin Daly, of Marshall, would have his novel Some Must Watch published by
Scribner’s at the age of nineteen; and Jere Peacock published two novels while at the
colony, Valhalla in 1961 and To Drill and Die in 1964. John Bowers did not publish the
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novel he wrote under Lowney’s guidance, but he would use the experience to write his
novel The Colony, based on his time in Marshall. Even though Bowers never published
the novel that he wrote at the colony, Bowers still found that “the vividness of the
experience marked him for life. Wherever he went after that he remained a committed
writer—and he kept in touch with Lowney Handy” (Palmer). Between the beginning of
the colony in 1949 and its closure in 1964, Lowney tutored over one hundred writers.
What of the other authors who didn’t publish? In the words of Bowers, many of them
“faded away” (xi).

Opening and Closing Doors
The colony was home to two Black writers—Charles Wright and William H.
Duhart—during a period of intense racial prejudice across the country. The inclusion of
Wright and Duhart at the colony caught the attention of Ebony magazine, who explained,
“Among writers’ camps scattered over America, few encourage the entry of down-andouters and, so far as is known, none has produced a successful [Black] author” (“Writers’
Colony” 114). While at the colony and with Lowney’s encouragement, Charles Wright
would write and publish his novel The Messenger in 1963. Though it received very little
fanfare at the time, Wright’s works are currently experiencing a renaissance of sorts. All
three of his novels, including The Messenger, were republished in 2019 in one combined
volume with an introduction by noted author Ishmael Reed. Articles concerning Wright’s
underappreciated career have recently appeared on the Slate, Literary Hub, The
Telegraph in the U. K., and New York Times website. At its release, The Messenger also
caught the attention of James Baldwin, who called Wright “a terrific writer” and listed
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The Messenger on a 1964 list of his “formative reading experiences” (Lingan). Though
Chamales appeared to be the heir to Jones’s throne, Wright’s many years at the colony,
which resulted in The Messenger’s publication, make him the most notable figure besides
Jones to be associated with Lowney and the colony.
Though not as critically successful, now or then, as Wright, William H. Duhart
published The Deadly Pay-Off in 1958. The Ebony article gives Lowney a fair amount of
praise for her work with Wright and Duhart, “[these] writers, neither of whom had
previously written anything more creative than a postcard, have completed full-length
novels” (“Writers’ Colony” 114). Lowney’s helped these men by getting them to write
consistently, but the article also highlights her flawed approach as a white woman to
working with writers of color: “Once in trouble with law, Duhart wrote in racial
bitterness which Lowney had him delete. She feels [Black writers] should learn to write
about whites just as ‘men should learn to write about women’” (“Writers’ Colony” 114).
Wright, Lowney’s “prize protégé,” is described as “a roamer who quit high school to
hitch-hike to California” and “often rebels at discipline and leaves colony but always
returns” (“Writers’ Colony” 114). Today, this sentence reads as problematic, echoing
antebellum images of the slave who tries to escape the plantation only to realize that he is
better off under the master. It’s not completely clear from the article whether these words
reflect the author’s perspective or if this is Lowney’s assessment of Wright that is being
rewritten into the author’s own words. Buried in the uncomfortable sentence is the truth
that Wright bucked against authority, a quality that Lowney would have both loathed and
begrudgingly appreciated (for she had done the same thing many times herself). There
also is an acknowledgment in Wright’s eventual return that he saw some value in
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working with Lowney and living at the colony. Wright was initially concerned that being
Black would prohibit his acceptance into the Handy Writers’ Colony:
At the age of 18, I read this story in Life magazine (because there was no email or
no nothing then. Naturally, there was no television.) And so I wrote, Lowney
Turner Handy. She wrote me a letter and all that I remember [was that] four
weeks later I was there. It was early in the morning, and it was in Robinson, IL,
and I talked to Harry her husband, and I said, “Is Mrs. Handy expecting a Charles
Wright?” And he said, “Yes.” And I said, “Does Mrs. Handy know that he is
black?” And he said, “Yes.” And I said, “Okay then, I’ll take the bus from
Robinson to Marshall.” And the rest is history. (Inside the Handy Writers’
Colony)
Despite his absences, Wright says that coming to the Handy Colony was the “biggest
break I ever got” (“Writers’ Colony” 114). Because of this break, Wright produced a
formidable novel for other notable authors like James Baldwin and Ishmael Reed.
If Lowney’s work with Wright and Duhart is a credit to her foresight as an
instructor, her exclusion of women at the colony is certainly a debit. For all the writers
who came to live at the colony, virtually none of them were women. Lowney fought for
her own liberation from the expectations of women in 1950s society, but she essentially
closed that door to ensure no other women were granted the same privileges. At the
colony, Lowney did not promote nor praise the presence of women. She never instructed
that her students copy or become familiar with women writers. She saw romantic love
and marriage between men and women as “the death of the artistic life, for women
wanted marriage and children and a comfortable life, all of which, she declared, were
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detrimental to serious writers,” an odd proclamation given that she was married and
chose to forgo children and a comfortable life (Hendrick et al. 74). In one of her letters,
Lowney testified, “Nature says to a woman you are here to breed—so she looks around
and hunts for what will make the best mate” (Wood and Keating xviii). It’s not entirely
clear why Lowney held these regressive opinions on women. Lowney had deep and
meaningful relationships with other women. These views may have stemmed from her
desire to be the sole authority over these men. There was no room for another female in
her writers’ lives, whether it is a mother or lover. No other woman was going to
understand what it took to be an artist like Lowney, so Lowney would ensure that there
were no other women around the colony.
If men could be freed of romantic love’s distractions and trappings, they could
find it in themselves to write something great. Men who were writers should strive to
“BE SPORTSMAN” and “fighters, drinkers, [and] fornicators…with the best of the
animal type” (Handy qtd. in Wood 95). Despite her opposition to women as romantic
partners, Lowney did allow Jim to carry on affairs around Marshall and Robinson, even
continuing in their own sexual relationship, because she believed it allowed her to keep
Jim in Marshall rather than lose him to his newfound celebrity. She knew this desire for
sex was inevitable in all her colonists, thus the monthly trips to the red-light district in
Terre Haute. Sex with prostitutes was less romantic and kept her students from
developing relationships that would distract them from their writing at the colony. So, she
let them go to Terre Haute, but they always had to return to the colony ready to get to
work and put the weekend’s exploits behind them.
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The lack of women writers in the colony did become a point of concern to
Lowney in 1953, but she quickly dismissed the issue. It does not appear that there was
any external pressure on Lowney to work with women writers. It is more likely that
Lowney’s conscience was at work, and she recognized that the liberties she demanded
were not granted to the women around her. However, this sudden moment of
consciousness was short lived. After trying “to develop at least one female,” Lowney
never tried again because “women reacted defensively when faced with criticism, and
tried to argue with her about her writing,” as well as being “egotistical and tend[ing] to
shift the blame of their problems onto others” (Wood and Keating xviii). Some of her
perceptions concerning the inability of woman writers probably came from her own
experience as a failed writer. In terms of her own prose, Lowney concluded, “even I don’t
seem to write, but teach, so I guess women haven’t got what it takes” (Wood and Keating
xviii). She wrote in a letter, “I will stop trying to find a female writer and give up and go
back to the people I can work with” (Wood and Keating xviii). After her work with one
other female writer, Lowney did relent to allowing Jones’s sister Mary Ann to join the
colony as a favor to Jones. Mary Ann had been a lost soul who briefly lived with their
brother Jeff in Ohio after their father’s death then moved to Los Angeles to try and
become an actress. When that flamed out, Mary Ann came to the colony to write a book
about Hollywood. However, Mary Ann died unexpectedly of a seizure on the colony
grounds a couple weeks after arriving, and Lowney never admitted another woman.
Lowney’s suspicion and outright loathing of other women is just one of the
characteristics that makes Lowney such a complicated character, impossible to associate
with any particular movement or ideology. Lowney knew the pain and labor that went
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into being a woman freed from the restrictions of a conservative community, but she
could not imagine (or did not want to imagine) any other woman succeeding in the same
way she had. Throughout her whole life Lowney carried signs of intense jealousy and, as
far as she was concerned, there would be no other women who would vie for the
colonists’ attention.
This attitude of negativity toward woman evidently pervaded the entirety of the
camp and colored the work that came out of the colony. Few of the colonists wrote
believable female characters in their work, and critics saw a “women are parasites” trope
present in most novels that came out of the colony. The misogyny caught the attention of
critic Richard Gehman of the Chicago Tribune, who referred to the colony as “that
strange circle in Marshall, Ill., den mothered by Mrs. Lowney Handy, which gave us
James Jones, Tom T. Chamales, and other members of the masculinity-is-meaning
school” (Wood and Keating xviii). The conflict between men and women for Lowney
was the primary subject of novels. In her mind, sex was the “prime ingredient” of novels
and claimed, “SEX IS A BATTLE…like all other things that man waste[s] his energy
on—[is] simply a snare and a [d]elusion” (Handy qtd. in Wood and Keating xviii). For
this reason, the colony would be a male-dominated enterprise strictly by Lowney’s
request.

Doubt and Perseverance in the Final Years
Jones’s departure from the colony in 1957 was emotionally devastating to
Lowney and the financial realities of the colony. To help pay for the colony, “Jones and
Harry had tried to convince Lowney to enforce an agreement by which she would receive
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ten percent of the royalties from books written under her tutelage” (Wood and Keating
xx). As other writers beside Jones were publishing books and selling the rights of their
novels to Hollywood studios, the expectation was that they would ease some of the
financial burdens off Jones and Harry. The alternative income would never come because
“none of Lowney's students were honoring the agreement and Lowney refused to make
the effort to hold them to it. The failure to tap this potential source of income worsened
the financial situation of the colony” (Wood and Keating xx). Lowney just could not find
it in herself to demand the money. The result was a cash-strapped existence during the
final years of the colony.
The tension in Jones’s final months also created an uncomfortable air that caused
students like John Bowers to reconsider their residency at the colony:
Near the end of my stay there, I found it difficult to write. I was exhausted. I was
heartbroken my novel wasn’t finished. I wanted out. I went to Lowney, and I said,
“I can’t do it anymore. I’m going. I’m leaving.” And she said, “If you are, I want
you to have a drink before you leave.” I said, “Okay.” So Jim fixed a whole
pitcher of martinis. I drank that whole thing like lemonade. I was singing all
night. They tell me that I was in that cell singing and yelling and cursing. I can
barely remember, as if in a fever, Lowney coming in and feeling my forehead.
And then, Lowney was more gentle with me after that, and I finished the book.
And when I handed it to her finally, she said, “There’s more work you could do
on this Johnny, but I think you’ve done all you can. We’ll get it to New York, and
we’ll get it published. Do you want to leave your copy here?” And I said, “No,
I’m going to take it with me.” I didn’t want any ties with the colony. I wanted to
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leave. I wanted out of there. I wanted to go out in the world. I didn’t want to be
confined like that anymore. (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony)
The colony became a shell of itself after Jones’s departure. Lowney was losing
motivation without Jones. Moreover, the colony had lost its major source of funding and
the commercial pull of Jones’s residency. The summer of 1957 would be the last year that
the colony was fully operational, as only a handful of students lived at the colony grounds
after that year.
Lowney did not give up. Even as activity quieted down at the colony, Lowney
continued to correspond with students and invite the occasional student to come to
Marshall. Colonist Jon Shirota wrote Lowney in 1959 asking for help on the novel that he
had been writing while living in Hawaii,
My manuscript was about twelve inches high by that time. I measured it. And I
thought, okay I’m going to write to Lowney and tell her about my manuscript and
have her invite me over. So I wrote to her. I said, “I would like to come to your
colony.” She wrote me right away. She says, “Would like to send me the first
chapter of your manuscript?” I said, “Sure.” So, I sent my manuscript really
enthusiastically. In about four days, I get this letter back. I open this package. And
on the first page is this big word, S-H-I-T. And I said, what the hell is this? I
thought, maybe she wrote to the wrong person. I turned the page over, and there’s
more S-H-I-Ts. All over, telling me who they hell do you think you are. You
don’t know the first thing about writing. And she used the “f word” all over the
page. And I’m thinking, wow this woman is crazy. That’s the worst rejection I
ever got. It was painful. I had this manuscript. For over six years, I wrote this. I
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thought who the hell is she, telling me these things. But deep in my mind, I knew
it wasn’t good enough. About three days later, I have another letting from her,
kind of apologetic. She says, “I know I was harsh on you, but writing is hard. And
you haven’t paid your dues yet. (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony)
Lowney suggested to Shirota that he burn the manuscript he had been working on and
they correspond for a time. In spite of this suggestion, Shirota didn’t burn the manuscript,
for he felt like he had poured all of himself into his story. Lowney quickly sensed the
attachment to his old work that Shirota was hiding and accused Shirota of not following
her order to burn the manuscript. He finally pitched the manuscript in the trashcan,
amazed that Lowney could discern he had not let go of it. At that moment, a wave of
relief washed over him. Soon after that, Lowney invited him to join the colony in
Marshall. Shirota would be the last author to live at the colony and have his work
published. Even as Lowney was falling in enthusiasm, she stayed true to her mission.
After taking so many misfortunes in stride, Lowney finally experienced one that
she could not overcome. On March 29, 1963, Harry Handy passed away. Harry’s loss had
a demoralizing impact on Lowney. She wrote, “I am horrified at the stories people tell me
about widows, I never ever knew before that they lived in a walled off world apart”
(Wood 95). She confided in Don Sackrider, “Harry was the brick wall she leaned against.
Everyone thought she was sort of the brains and the energy, but she said, ‘Harry was the
one who backed me up’” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). A little over a year later,
Lowney would pass away in Marshall on June 27, 1964 at the age of sixty. No colonist—
including her prized student and former lover—would attend her funeral.
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In her final years, Lowney’s faith in her work had waned: “You know looking
back over my work for 14 years I feel that I have failed utterly. That instead of bringing
enlightenment to the world I have sold them into deeper and darker slavery” (Wood 96).
Shirota, who only spent time with Lowney during her final months, still saw her as the
angel she had been advertised as in the Life article: “Lowney taught not only writing; she
taught life. She made me aware of why I did all the crazy things I did as a young man;
why I was still doing all those crazy things…. Lowney was a great lady, someone who
deserves far more than she has been credited [with] in the past” (Hendrick et al. 136).
John Bowers expressed more complicated feelings about his time at the colony. He
concluded, “This colony was more a cult than a scholarly retreat. It was so cockamamie
that you were in danger of losing whatever value system you brought there” (Alger).
Bowers had left the colony dejected over his perception that he had given so many years
to following a crazed woman’s lifestyle advice instead of learning anything of artistic
importance. With time, Bowers grew more sympathetic to the colony. “In retrospect,”
Bowers said, “I think Lowney’s advocacy for an artist to live a monastic life was to keep
her young lover, James Jones, from flying the coup…. It was to keep him from marriage
and leaving her” (Alger). Despite his feelings about the colony’s cult-like culture and
Lowney orienting everything around her need to please Jones, Bowers says, “[Lowney]
could be fiercely honest about certain things. And I must admit that I did write a book in
the year and a half I was there, not a very good one but a book, and I got a New York
agent” (Alger). The complex nature of the colony and Lowney Handy are the reason that
when Bowers thinks of the colony, “my thoughts go first to her, not Jim” (ix).
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The Colony in a Larger Light
The greatest achievement of the Handy Writers’ Colony is that it was, like
Lowney herself, a wholly original effort at creating something remarkable. Mark McGurl,
a scholar of creative writing programs, sees the Handy Colony’s originality as its primary
objective: “It obviously was defining itself against institutions in some ways. Against
social conventions and conventionality. It’s resisting those institutions but it’s also
rebuilding them in a smaller and stranger way” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). In
other words, the actual intention of the colony may not have been so much to teach
creative writing as to establish a creative writing community that did not resemble any
other community. McGurl has written an authoritative book on creative writing programs
in institutions of higher education called The Program Era, which argues that creative
writing programs are the primary formative force in American literature in the post-world
war era. Despite the prominence of creative writing programs in American after World
War II, McGurl is fascinated by Handy’s alternative path:
Part of what makes the Handy Colony so interesting is that it wasn’t just a
writers’ colony where people got together and, as it were, had the time and the
quiet and the comfort and the conviviality as writers. But there’s also a training
aspect to the experience, which really sort of sets it apart in some ways. The
common thread running throughout so many of the young men that she worked
with is that they were nobodies. They were nobodies, but they found in her
someone who believed in them. (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony)
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The colony’s distinctiveness is what makes the Handy Writers’ Colony significant. It was
a colony for people who were not known, who had been discounted, and who could be
shaped by the influence of Lowney’s singular personality.
Of course, Lowney is not the first woman to set up an alternative community for
writers. McGurl says, “If one’s looking for a model for what Lowney was doing as this
woman, this older woman who’s advising younger male writers, one obviously precedent
would be Gertrude Stein” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Stein famously invited
young artists and writers into her Parisian home and created an atmosphere of creativity
that still fascinates and inspires today. Bill Savage, a professor of American literature at
Northwestern University, agrees that Stein is an appropriate comparison:
What Stein demonstrates very clearly is you can sort of create that informal art
colony simply by the force of personality and by having like old fashion literary
salon. She had a home where there were regularly gatherings, regular meals,
regular drinks in the afternoon, where you might drop in and there’s Hemingway
and Picasso in the corner arm wrestling” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony).
Even though there are other women throughout American fiction that would play similar
roles, Lowney remains a singular figure. She wasn’t a part of the colony’s faculty; she
was the faculty. She wanted to be everything to these men. McGurl says, “What makes
Lowney so unusual was her attempt to really embody all of the different roles. She was
teacher, agent, lover—you name it. And if it was in relation to getting good writing
written and out there and appreciated, she wanted to do it all” (Inside the Handy Writers’
Colony). Playing this unique position of occupying every role pushed American literature
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forward. Savage argues, “You cannot underestimate the importance of writers’ colonies,
of colleges, and of small-town literary societies” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony).
For as fascinating as Lowney and the colony are, there is still an indefinability
element concerning the colony. Evidently, this is a quality that existed from the
beginning of the colony. Burroughs Mitchell, Jones’s editor at Scribner’s, wrote to
Lowney:
I’ve been having a difficult time. A good many people have been asking me what
the colony is like, and I can’t answer them with a few well-chosen words. (They
ask, too, what you are like, and I can’t answer that with a few well-chosen words
either.) The fact that I can’t is good; it means that the colony has not set like its
concrete, that is has freshness, that it is a group of individuals rather than an
organization. I can say that it is a good place to live and to work, but that is not
saying what it is like. I can say that I’m impressed. But I think I will have to tell
all these people to go out and see for themselves…. You’ve done this thing and
there is nothing else like it. (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony)
Years later, John Bowers was having the same difficulty describing Lowney and what he
had experienced at the colony, even after writing novel about the colony. He said,
“Lowney Handy played many roles in her life, so many that at times one has trouble
figuring out who the real Lowney Handy really was…. Lowney remains largely hidden,
an enigma” (xi). Lowney remains an enigma because she exists outside of the traditional
frameworks that inform how we see the world. Lowney wanted nothing more than to be
free but constrained everyone else around her. She had a belief in everything but did not
acquiesce to any particular dogma. She was sweet and generous but could be violent and
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furious. The ultimate truth of Lowney and her colony is that she formed her work
according to her own image and no one else’s.
Today, the community of Marshall is reconciling itself to the history of the Handy
Writers’ Colony that it had once dismissed. The public library has hosted panel
discussions with former colony writers John Bowers, Donald Sackrider, Jon Shirota, and
Kenny Snedeker. Along the National Road that runs through downtown Marshall is a
mural that commemorates the Handy Writers’ Colony with large portraits of Lowney and
James Jones. High school seniors read “The Valentine,” a short story by Jones, and
compete for the Lowney Turner Handy Writing Award—a $500 scholarship funded from
donations by Jon Shirota.
Marshall still holds some of the colony’s relics, like the Ramada and Jones’s large
bachelor house. If the colony had existed in New York or Los Angeles, maybe the
commemorative plaques and murals would have come sooner. Instead, the farmers still
come into town, locals catch up on the downtown sidewalks just as Jones described in his
Marshall essay, and the colony remains a misunderstood part of Marshall’s history. Even
Jones misunderstood the value of the colony. Two years after his break from the colony,
Jones told the Paris Review concerning his time at the colony,
It didn’t work. It cost me a lot of dough, too. To learn that there was a lot more to
it than [taking away the economic-worry factor]. It just doesn’t work. I guess we
all want to believe people are better than they are…. I guess you can’t pick up any
Joe off the street and turn him into a writer by setting him down to copying great
books” (“The Art of Fiction” 40-41).
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It’s unfortunate that Jones came to view the colony as a failure. In reality, his association
with the Handy Writers’ Colony is one of his career’s triumphs. Rarely anyone
remembers that Jones had taken classes at New York University or taught creative
writing at Florida International University. However, Jones had the privilege to be a part
of an original writing community. Jones’s legacy owes a debt to Lowney for taking him
in when he was lost and setting him on the path of authorship. It also owes a debt to
Lowney for allowing him to add this unique experience to his life’s story. Because the
colony was built around the dynamic personality of Lowney Turner Handy, the Handy
Writers’ Colony has marked itself as a distinctive moment in American literature.
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Conclusion
In some ways, it’s a wonder that there ever was a Handy Writers’ Colony. The
convergence of talent, opportunity, foresight, and courage all in one period created a
literary experience that is unparalleled. Lowney, with her interest in literature and her
intoxicating charisma, could easily have never had the opportunity to create the colony
and instead spent the rest of her life helping unwed mothers and town drunks in
Robinson. It wasn’t until she was introduced to James Jones that she was given an outlet
for her passion: to teach men to write about their problems. As for Jones, he might have
spent the rest of his life wanting to write but never being able to sit down to type a single
sentence. It wasn’t until he was introduced to Lowney that he was given the discipline he
needed to write a classic novel. And when they both found each other, it’s even more
surprising that they used their working relationship as the basis for an entire writers’
colony. They easily could have pursued their own self-interest when good fortune came
their way. Instead, they remained together in the Illinois countryside to produce
something special. The story was not meant to have a fairy tale ending, with Lowney
attacking Jones’s wife and Jones fleeing the colony forever. It’s a wonder that all the
right pieces came together when they did to create this unique moment in American
literature.
The Handy Writers’ Colony is an argument for the encouragement of personality,
which can be a creative force in itself. A personality like Lowney’s would not have fit
well into a university setting. She would not have even been allowed anywhere near the
lecture podium because of her lack of a higher education degree. Some might argue that
this is for the best, as Lowney has never been verified as capable writing teacher in their
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eyes. However, there is something to be said of a personality like Lowney’s on a college
campus. She had unshakeable belief in her students and poured all of her talents into their
edification. Today, most creative writing instructions at universities split their energy
between the classroom and their own work. Lowney was able to devote her entirety to
students. That being said, she also lacked specific knowledge or advice about the craft of
writing because she had never been able to produce a novel.
Having a community where students could be swept over by the personality of its
teacher does present dangers. It’s an issue that there was no oversight of the colony and
that everything that happened was exclusively through Lowney’s authority. She was
abusive, manipulative, and there was no one to protect the students from her outbursts.
Many of the characteristics of the colony would not be permissible today. It’s unlikely
that the conditions of the colony and the free reign that Lowney enjoyed over her students
could, or even should, be replicated.
There are also clearly benefits to Lowney’s eccentric personality. This statement
does not absolve her abuses of power, but it does recognize that there are payoffs to
creating the freedom of personality. She forced her students to produce in a way no other
writing community could and almost assuredly got writing out of men who would not
have produced otherwise. There is no creative writing program or artist colony that will
enforce you to sit down for hours every day to do your work. Many of Lowney’s students
left the colony with positive experiences. John Bowers has been the most vocal critic of
Lowney and the colony (going to the point of calling the colony a cult), but he gives
Lowney credit for helping him find a publisher and has been quick to be associated with
the colony—participating in documentaries, panels on the colony, and writing the
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introduction to James Jones in Illinois: A Guide to the Handy Writers’ Colony Collection.
There is something to be said for making room for the ways that personality can drive
writing communities into unprecedented spaces and experiences.
Even though the Handy Writers’ Colony could never be exactly replicated, it is
worthwhile to imagine what it might look in a contemporary manifestation. The feature
of the Handy Colony that I consider to be the most beneficial to today’s creative writing
landscape is its rural locality. Art, of course, drifts to the cultural centers of our countries,
which tend to be cities and college campuses. Nevertheless, as Jones and the colony
show, there are talents and stories in rural areas that never may be realized because of a
lack of opportunity. The Internet has been godsend in that it allows anyone to publish
their work and to connect with writers all across the country. There is something to be
said, however, about being physically connected to a writing community. Bill Savage
says, “Without [writers’ colonies and small-town literary societies], we do not have the
American literature that we have today” (Inside the Handy Writers’ Colony). Rural areas
are in desperate need for the writing communities that existed in the twentieth century.
Colonies do exist, but the Handy Colony is a testament to the benefits of establishing
more in rural areas across the country. Even though there are many benefits to be gained
from the colony, all features need not be passed on to new writing communities. Students
at these new communities need not fast in the morning, undergo consistent enemas, or
take regular trips to brothels. Even so, there is plenty about Lowney’s colony to be
inspired by.
Whatever lessons there are to be learned from the Handy Colony, its ultimate
heritage is the promotion of unapologetic personality. Lowney shows that there is a lot to
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be gained by ignoring the expectations of society, by being connected to familial history,
and by investing talent into people whom society has disregarded. Luckily, Lowney
followed her inclinations to be herself, to express her individuality, and to help people
along the way. The result is a community that has forever made its impression on
literature for its singular nature.
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